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***

Chiara believed she’d buried her true self under her role as a proper wife and mother. But when she gives into an impulse to flirt with a hot construction worker, the persona her soon-to-be-ex husband and traditional Italian American family expect breaks down. Can she build a new life, or will everything crumble around her? 


 Rocco thought he knew what he wanted from Chiara—the same thing he always wanted from a hot woman. Something is different about Chiara, though, and Rocco soon decides he’s willing to play dirty to get her in his bed—and his life. When his troubled past resurfaces, Rocco’s determination falters, especially when he slams into the biggest obstacle of all—Chiara’s mistrust of him, and their love. But he knows Chiara’s walls can come down—and he’s good with a sledgehammer. 
 






  







 
 

 
 

 

 

 

For all my supportive family, friends, and colleagues: you know who you are. Thank you.

 






  







 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter One
 

 
 

She walked toward her sons’ school, past the house down the street from hers, where a construction crew had started remodeling two weeks before. Maybe this time she swung her hips more than usual, maybe she tingled a little as she passed.
 

“Mmm-mm.” Was he clearing his throat, or… “You like to walk, don’t you?”
 

She stopped and smiled before she turned and assumed a scowl, easy behind her sunglasses.
 

“You like to watch?” Her stomach jittered as the other men around him chuckled and whispered, but she struck a pose, one hand on her hip. He rose from his lounging position on the browning lawn where he and his crew mates ate lunch under an old oak tree. He sauntered near her, though a man with his thick frame, taut muscles, and aura of intensity could never pull off too casual an attitude.
 

“When there’s something worth watching,” he said in an easy voice.
 

“It’s a beautiful day, good to feel the sun after the cold and rain.” The sixty-five degree temperature was just right, though seeing the light glint off his workman’s skin made it feel about thirty degrees hotter.
 

“Like the heat?” he said.
 

“Hot or wet, it’s all good.”
 

He chuckled, low and gravelly. She surged with pleasure. If he could do that just from a laugh…she shifted her other hip out.
 

“I agree. So, what do you do?” he asked.
 

“I’m a writer, always on the prowl for some good action verbs.”
 

“I like to hammer, pound, nail, jackhammer, whack, pummel, bang, drive, weld, charge, galvanize, for starters.” His smile crinkled the corners of his mouth. He must’ve spent a lot of time outside, but his lips were youthfully full and expressive. Stop staring, Chiara.
 

“That’s quite a start,” she breathed out. Even her toes sweltered.
 

“Give me a chance, I can come up with more.”
 

She bet he could. “Here’s my card, call me if you have any other ideas.” He took it with a grin. He was a sexy beast, with shadowy stubble, an oval face with softly chiseled features, an almost Roman nose, prominent eyebrows, dark buzz cut hair, a few grays poking out, muscular, hairy arms, wide, work-callused hands …She shuddered and rubbed her arm.
 

“I’ll do that. Have a good one,” he said.
 

“Thanks, you too,” she said with a wave and strode off. She knew he wouldn’t call, but the heat in her limbs, the little pull up in her spine made it worthwhile. She hadn’t done anything like that in years, not since her twenties, when she’d briefly gotten some brass before she met her hopefully soon-to-be-ex-husband, Phil. Now she’d ruined the moment, thinking of Phil. She quickened her pace, though she had plenty of time before the boys got out of school. She tried to picture the hot construction worker again, but instead she only saw her husband. She shook her head and walked on.
 

That night, Phil lay in his recliner after the boys were in bed, a Newcastle ale by his side, probably on Facebook, watching golf, or a foreign film on Netflix. They didn’t even argue anymore, not much. Instead they’d opted for polite, strained silence, a truce. Separated, by agreement, but still living in the same house and Phil hadn’t given up on their marriage, at least that’s what he said.
 

She finished paying the bills online and shut down her computer. She had laundry to take care of. The sheets were warm from the dryer, about as hot as they had ever gotten. She folded them and placed them away. From her purse, the R&B tune of her ringtone beat out. She’d forgotten to shut it off. Curious, she pulled it out and almost didn’t answer the unknown number, but after half an hour folding sheets, towels, little boy’s clothes, Phil’s underwear, socks, and pants, anything would be a welcome change. It was him—the hot construction guy. She smiled when he said hello in his deep, mischievous voice. His name was Rocco. She hurried into the laundry room and shut the door, stifling her laughter at his goombah name.
 

“I have some more ideas,” he said.
 

“Oh?”
 

“Is this a bad time?”
 

“No, my boys are sleeping.” Crap, why did she say that?
 

“You have two?” Of course, he must have seen her walking with them on their way home from school.
 

“Yes, six and five. What about you?”
 

“A boy and a girl, twenty and eighteen. They live with their mother, for now. They’ll both attend college in the fall.”
 

“That’s great, you must be proud.”
 

“Yeah. You?” he said. He sounded truly interested. A hollow began in her stomach.
 

“What about me?” she asked.
 

“Divorced?”
 

“No.” She pressed her back into the wall and slid into a crouch.
 

“Sorry, did you lose your husband?”
 

“I guess you could say that.”
 

“Are you married?”
 

“Yes.” A sharp pain zinged through her.
 

“Shit,” he muttered. “It’s been fun talking. Have a good night.”
 

“Wait, I didn’t mean to…I mean, we’d be divorced, but we can’t right now. It’s expensive and keeping two households going, around here, and my boys…I’m sorry, I really didn’t think you’d call.”
 

“I didn’t either.” The phone hummed in the silence.
 

“If I walk by your job site again, don’t think I’m stalking you or something, it’s on my way to my sons’ school.”
 

He chuckled. “That’s a relief. You can’t imagine how many women follow me around.”
 

“You’re irresistible?”
 

“Once you get a taste…” he stopped, his teasing tone crushed like a soda can underfoot. “Goodnight.”
 

“You too, thanks for calling.” The line clicked. She sighed and stood. She grabbed the basket and pulled the last load from the dryer.
 

The next day was chilly again. Every year, she forgot that June was a cool month here in the San Francisco Bay Area. But she wore short sleeves as she walked her sons to and from school, warm enough from her daily imaginings of Rocco. He really was that sexy, how he filled out his jeans, his muscles tight in the short sleeves of his shirt. She caught a brief view of his ass as she walked back with her sons in the afternoon and heat spread through her, both pleasant and unpleasant. What kind of mother checked out a guy’s butt while walking with her sons? She shook her head and tried to engage the two in conversation, but they were busy bantering about their favorite video games. She listened instead to the distant buzz of a circular saw and the pounds of a hammer, incongruous with the swaying green leaves of the birch and other small trees dotting the neighborhood.
 

The following day, the thwack of a nail gun stopped her for a moment as she ambled down the street. Rocco stood, his fine back to her, hands gesturing as he spoke to one of his crew mates. The sound and his image morphed into a flash of skin smacking on skin, doggie style. She tried not to see, like she’d tried not to feel anything anymore, but sometimes she couldn’t help herself. Besides, there was no harm in looking, or thinking.
 

That evening, she had to help the boys pack for the weekend, as well as the usual: make dinner, clean up, and check homework, among the hundred other small tasks. Phil’s snores snorted from their bedroom as she turned off the kitchen light. She went into her boys’ room and watched their breath rise and fall in their chests before she padded back into the living room. Her cell blared out its song. Quickly, she rustled in her purse and answered.
 

“It’s Rocco. How are you?”
 

She bit her lip. “Tired, and you?” she said as she walked into the laundry room and shut the door.
 

“Yeah, it’s been a long week. I noticed you walking by again. Your boys seem like good kids. I saw them help that little girl who fell down.”
 

“They are, most of the time.”
 

“Nobody’s good all the time,” he said.
 

“True, but some people are better than others,” she said. The Tide scent assailed her senses, making her squirm. If only she were as clean as the soap or the white walls, washer, and dryer. Other people may believe she was that pure, but she knew she wasn’t.
 

“So, what about you? Bad or just hurt?” he said.
 

“Wow, that’s a question. What about you?” She sat and hugged her knees.
 

“I play at bad. I was hurt, but not anymore. Just a man.”
 

“I could say a lot to that, but I won’t. I guess I tried to play bad too, but I’ve got too guilty a conscience to succeed. I feel guilt even when I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 

“Grow up Catholic, or do you blame the parents?”
 

“A little of both, a little of me.”
 

“Not a good idea to do something wrong, then.”
 

She wriggled. His tone had too much conviction. So much for thinking the conversation had turned light-hearted.
 

“Maybe I already am. Isn’t staying in a loveless marriage wrong?”
 

“Hard to say. It seems you have your reasons.”
 

“So, do you use a lot of tools on your job?” Chiara tweaked at the looped cotton rug underneath her.
 

“Sure.” His tone lowered and smoothed a notch.
 

“Important to keep them clean?”
 

“Spotless, I’m a thorough guy. And you?”
 

“Pristine, only a few jobs.” Squirming, a smile broke free. Clearly they weren’t talking about hammers and wrenches. Licking her lips, she let the image of her hands on his tool fill her mind.
 

“Gently used? Mine have gone through more than that, but they’ve held up well. Always important to keep tools properly stored and protected.”
 

“Protection is good.” What was she saying? She needed a glass of water.
 

“What are you up to this weekend?” he said.
 

“A rare weekend alone. The boys are going camping with their dad.”
 

“Not much for the outdoors?” His voice tugged at her, wrapping her in his humorous tone and sexy cadence. What would it be like to have him pull her into his solid chest and hold her?
 

“I like it, but not the tents and all that,” she said. She grimaced then giggled. He couldn’t see her.
 

“I’m more of a cabin guy, or a five star hotel by the beach.”
 

“Ever better.”
Crashing white-tipped waves behind him as he strides out of the surf, his red swim trunks dripping and clinging…
 

“Would you like to have lunch tomorrow?” he asked.
 

“I can’t, a writer’s meeting. Maybe dinner?”
You’re asking for trouble, girl.
 

“Sounds good. Do you live in Fairvale?”
 

“Yes, and you?” Her throat tightened while something else in her loosened. That something should stay caged, if the wet tingling in her pussy was any indication. Her face grew hot. It’d been years since she’d thought of her own sex in that way.
 

“Dublin. I grew up there, but my ex wanted to move here. I stayed to be close to my kids. Why don’t we meet at Hacienda Crossings and figure it out from there?”
 

“Okay.” She could always not show.
 

“Six-thirty in front of the theater?” She agreed and they said goodnight. Chiara shook her head. She did not just do that. But she had and a tremor shivered through her. She got ready for bed and huddled on her side, warm with anticipation.
 

She kissed her boys goodbye the next morning, their sweet little hands on her neck before they ran to the car. She had to give Phil that, he was a good father. He spent most of his spare time with them, took them on outings, helped with their homework, and rarely lost his patience. As she kissed him on the cheek, he returned the gesture. They cared about each other still, but they couldn’t give each other what they needed and wanted. She cleaned up the breakfast dishes, tidied the house, and changed for her meeting.
 

Fortunately, the topic of the talk was interesting enough to distract her from thoughts of what she would do that evening, though she wasn’t sure what that would be. She chatted with a few acquaintances over lunch, all the while waves of guilt overtaking her. If she knew I was meeting a man, not my husband, tonight, what would she think of me, she questioned herself about everyone at the table. What kind of horrible mother am I, she asked herself. Her stomach clenched at the answer.
 

By five-thirty, she worked herself into a frenzy of back and forth thoughts. She’d been home just over two hours and had cleaned the bathroom, her least favorite task, always unpleasant in a house with two, three really, boys. This necessitated another shower. While the hot water massaged her back, the steam danced upwards. She closed her eyes and pictured Rocco. She continued her imagining from the dull parts of her day, in which she’d led up to the end of their evening. Would they kiss? In her mind, they did, hard, long, tongues darted, hands found favorite spots…spasms warmed and pleased her. She smiled then shook her head. She could orgasm just thinking about Rocco when she hadn’t been satisfied with Phil in years, not that they’d tried in a long time. Something was really wrong with that, with her. Then again, something was right that she could still function, though she’d known that. She just hadn’t known it could happen without touching. She couldn’t meet Rocco or she would do something, or someone, she would regret. Chiara shook her head again. Not regret, but she didn’t believe she could live with the guilt.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Two
 

 
 

Rocco glanced at his cell. He could call, but maybe it was better if she didn’t show. He glanced up when heels clicked on the pavement. He blew out a breath. Damn. Her black dress bordered on conservative, but the cinched waist, v neck, and slightly clingy fabric accentuated all her curves. And her high stilettos hinted at the hot flirt he’d experienced the first time they spoke.
 

“I thought you wouldn’t show,” he said. The sun nestled into the bosom of the surrounding golden hills, distant beyond the big box stores and freeway.
 

“It’s not right to leave a man hanging,” she said.
 

He chuckled, she had it. “You’re beautiful.” His tone was casual, but damned if he didn’t mean it. She blushed as he looked her up and down but her eyes met his with a glint. Probably she thought he spun lines on her, but he was sincere.
 

“You clean up well yourself,” she said. She pulled herself a little taller and put her hand on her hip. Okay, so he’d like to get his hands on those, among other things.
 

“Thanks. What would you like to eat?”
 

Her deep brown eyes flashed again. She was hungry all right. “Umm, what’s good?”
 

He paused, his mouth twitched at the corners. “Italian?”
 

“My favorite, but I prefer home cooked.” She smiled and he caught a quick flash of her tongue…food, we’re talking about dinner.
 

“Me too. Want a burger? There’s Fuddruckers or Taxis,” he said. Maybe if they went somewhere casual and non-date like, the guilty needling in the back of his mind would stop.
 

“Okay.”
 

He put his hand on the small of her back and they walked over to Taxis. It took a lot not to sneak his hand lower. The outdoor walkways buzzed with talk and kids running. The air mingled the warmth of early summer with the smells from the restaurants lining the shopping center, Italian, American, Mexican, Asian, as diverse as the crowd around them.
 

“Are you vegetarian?” he asked after they ordered.
 

“No, I just like veggie burgers. I make my own sometimes, but only my boys and I eat them. Their dad is a meat and exotic foods kind of person.” She glanced away, at the other bright red booths and yellow and black décor.
 

“You like to cook?” His knee bounced, an involuntary habit. He placed a hand on it to stop the movement.
 

“Yes, but the clean up gets old. What about you?”
 

Maybe this was a mistake. He didn’t want to listen to her complain about her husband and her chores.
 

“I confess I still go to my parents’ to get a decent meal. I’d rather do dishes than cook.”
 

“Your parents live in the area?” Her fingers traced a line in the hollow of her throat, as if expecting to find a necklace there to toy with.
 

He cleared his throat and made himself think of his parents. “In the house I grew up in.”
 

“Claire?” He cringed at the high-pitched squealy voice.
 

“Hi, Suzy,” Chiara said. She rose and hugged her. Claire? She lied about her name? She sat back down and he coughed at the other woman’s cloying floral scent. “This is Rocco. We ran into each other. He’s an old friend of my brother’s.” He raised an eyebrow when she glanced at him but he rose and shook this Suzy’s hand.
 

“Would you like to join us?” he said.
 

“Thanks, you’re sweet, but I’m meeting a friend. Have fun.” He relaxed back into the booth, a little too much. His knee bumped hers and she sat taller. Suzy wiggled her fingers at them in a wave and turned. She stopped and faced them again. “Oh, did Phil and the boys get off okay?”
 

“Yes, thanks.” Her lips set in an unflattering line.
 

“He’s such a great dad, you’re so lucky. ‘Bye,” Suzy said. He’d heard her tone of voice a thousand times, a combination of jealousy and adoration. Was there a little something going on there? Though what kind of guy would prefer a pudgy too-cute blonde over Chiara, if that was her name, he couldn’t figure. Then again, better to have something to grab onto than all skin and bone. But Chiara had just the right amount of cushioning, firm yet soft.
 

She rolled her eyes after Suzy walked away and he stifled a laugh. “I thought you said your name was Chiara?”
 

“It is, but I was on an anti-family kick when I met Phil and went by Claire. He still calls me that. Suzy’s a coworker at the pharmaceutical company where he works.”
 

“He a scientist?” Does she know her husband might be having an affair?
 

“No, in sales.” She fiddled with her straw.
 

“Where did you grow up?” he asked as their food arrived.
 

“Fairvale.”
 

“I’m surprised we never met.”
 

“People say it’s a small town, but it only feels that way.” She took a bite of her burger, small and polite. Maybe he misjudged her. Maybe she was just an unhappy, conventional, thirty- something housewife.
 

“You’re right. Did you go to college?” His knee started up again. His mom and daughter would’ve had a field day with his behavior tonight. Not that they’d be out on a date with him.
 

“Yes, in San Diego. That’s where Phil’s from.” The husband again. Was this some kind of punishment for his misdeeds?
 

“My daughter’s going to SDSU in August,” he said.
 

“She’ll have a great time.”
 

“Not too much fun, I hope.”
 

“Protective father?” she asked as they munched on fries.
 

“I know what guys are like. I got my girlfriend pregnant when we were only nineteen. I’d been playing minor league ball and had to quit. Lucky for me, my dad gave me a job at his construction company.”
 

“Have any brothers or sisters?”
 

“An older brother and younger sister. They’re both doctors,” Rocco said.
 

“Impressive,” she said.
 

“Yeah. I take it you have a brother?” The usual chit-chat. But he wasn’t bored like usual. He wanted to know about her. He shrugged his shoulders in a quick movement.
 

“Two, both older, and a younger sister.”
 

“What’s your maiden name?”
 

“Vitale. Chiara Luna Vitale.”
 

Vitale. Shit. Hopefully not those Vitales. “Your name rivals mine: Rocco Ugo Buffone.” They laughed. Her laugh rang out, a real woman’s laugh, not some girly giggle or polite ha ha.
 

“R.U.B.? Do you?”
 

“Depends, buff too.” He grinned then cleared his throat and glanced at the TV on the far wall. “So, what do you write?”
 

“Novels. I got started again last year. I’m not published yet.”
 

“Finished anything?”
 

“Yes, two books. I might need to give it up, though, at least for now. We agreed, I mean Phil and I, I would get a job once Max, he’s my youngest, started kindergarten. I haven’t found anything yet and he starts first grade in the fall.”
 

He chewed his burger and looked at her, or really at her shoulder, which she hunched a little. She took a bite of her burger. The air loomed heavy in the protracted silence. He watched the baseball game on one of the four TVs. Dishes clattered and the low beat of hip hop music joined the chatter of the other diners.
 

“What did you do before?” Better to talk, he had to at least finish dinner.
 

“I worked at a book store until we moved here seven years ago. I majored in English lit in college, not very practical in the job market.”
 

“Must help in your writing.”
 

“Hard to say. Did you hope to get to the majors?”
 

“Sure, doesn’t every ballplayer? But I had to do the right thing. I wasn’t that good anyway.”
 

“Good enough to get drafted,” she said. He shrugged. “Do you still play?”
 

“Only with my nephews.” He wadded his napkin and shoved it by his plate. She ran her fingers across the rough paper and wiped the edge of the table then stopped. Was she one of those neat freaks? “Would you like to see a movie?” Why did he ask?
 

“I don’t know what’s out. Here,” she said, handing him some cash. He shook his head. She’d offered when they’d ordered at the front counter, but he’d refused then too. “Please, take it.”
 

“I got it, thanks. I invited you.”
 

“Thanks.” He stood and waited for her. She fumbled with her purse before she clutched it in her hand and followed him out.
 

They read the movie marquee and she glanced around at the posters. A cool breeze rustled over them, but a fine line of sweat wet his forehead.
 

“Comedy, chick flick, or action?” he said.
 

“Action.” He glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “What, women can’t like action flicks?”
 

“Sure, ‘Salt’ or ‘The Expendables’?”
 

“I’m sure you’d prefer Angelina Jolie, but I’ll go with Stallone.”
 

“Now who’s making assumptions?”
 

“Oh, you like to check out Sly Stallone?” she said, a playful challenge in her eyes.
 

“Would you?”
 

“He’s Italian. My grandpa says all the best things in life are.” She smiled as they waited in line.
 

“Sounds like my dad. You didn’t always agree, did you?” If she was one of those Vitales, maybe she didn’t see her family anymore. Not that it mattered. He wasn’t in for a relationship.
 

“No, it’s taken me a long time to realize they may have been right.”
 

“They?” he asked.
 

“My family. Let me pay for the movie?”
 

“Nope.”
 

“Thanks.” She studied him as they waited to enter the theatre. “Dinner and a movie, I hope--”
 

“Don’t go there,” he said in a gruff voice.
 

“Sorry.” She blushed and brushed her fingers through her thick, wavy hair. He was unfair, she was probably right. He’d like to get his hands in her coffee bean hair, shiny and smooth. Was it her real color? He knew the best way to find out.
 

“Want a drink?” He sure as hell needed one.
 

“Only if you let me buy,” she said.
 

He nodded--he was losing his resolve. He sipped his Coke as he followed her, failing in his vow to not watch her rounded, swaying hips and her firmly curved ass while both tweaked her dress, a centimeter here and there. She must work out. No everyday woman with two kids could look like that and not. Maybe she was on that sex diet he’d heard about several years back. He should be so lucky.
 

The movie was all crazy man action, shooting and blowing up, but they both laughed at the same moments. He shifted in his stadium style seat every ten or fifteen minutes, both from her proximity and the warm sensation her robust laughter sent through him. Her hand lay on the armrest. He smoothed each finger with his. She shivered as he placed his hand over hers. In the flickering dark, he could push that armrest out of his way, slide next to her, and his fingers could have some real fun under that convenient dress of hers. Instead, he left his hand on hers, smiling when she shifted her hand and laced her fingers in his. No need to rush, they had all night. He sat still until the movie ended, their moist palms cemented together. When they stood, she pulled away and walked out. He followed, all the way to her car in the huge, bright, packed parking lot.
 

“What’s wrong?” he said while she unlocked her door.
 

 “Nothing.
Everything.” He squeezed her arm. “Don’t.” She faced him, so close he could have leaned her right against the car and… “I know what you must think, but I’ve never cheated on Phil. I’ve never even tried until now.”
 

“I didn’t think you had.” Liar.
Shit, and he had to go to church tomorrow for his niece’s christening. “Were you trying?” Her face went as red as…okay, get your mind off it.
 

“I’m going. Thanks for the night out.” She hesitated, fingering that sweet spot right above her cleavage.
 

“Is your brother’s name Santo?”
 

“Yes, why?”
 

“You weren’t lying. We went to high school together. We weren’t exactly friends…” Can’t stay friends with a guy who bangs your girlfriend.
 

“Thanks,” she said. He held her gaze, sparkling but almost scared. He caressed her arm, her skin warm and smooth, her scent all heat and sex. He leaned in, but she ducked into her car and slammed the door.
 

“Wait,” he said. She wouldn’t look at him. He stepped away to let her car back out. She sped off. He ran his hands over his hair. No luck tonight. Or maybe he had gotten lucky, just not the way he’d hoped. He rolled his shoulders back, stretched, and strode to his truck.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Three
 

 
 

Chiara gripped the steering wheel so hard all the way home her hands started to numb. Her house stood, empty and dark, save the light shining on it from the car’s headlights. Phil’s car. What kind of person drove a Prius and used an air freshener in it? The citrusy, sweet smell made her throat itch. She breathed deeply as she walked up to the front door. She thought about smelling her hand, just to see if any of Rocco’s powerfully natural scent lingered. Instead, she went into the bathroom, washed her hands and face, and stared at herself in the mirror. She gripped the counter and smirked at her reflection. She wouldn’t cry. She didn’t deserve her own sympathy or anyone else’s. Time to drown her troubles in wine and chocolate.
 

The morning after, but not in bed with a hot guy. She would have regretted that anyway-- just as well the bed stretched next to her, empty. She opened one eye. Light high beamed in through the crack in the bedroom curtains. She squeezed her eyes shut.
 

“So! Are you still in bed?” The front door slammed. Why had she given her sister a key? And why did Isabella insist on using those old nicknames: So and La, from the song in “The Sound of Music”? Because her little sister liked to annoy her.
 

“Yes, La.” Chiara held her head as she sat up. She should not have had that wine last night. And the chocolates--her stomach plunged. Her sister, Isabella, bounced in, a bagel bag in hand, which she shook at her with a grin.
 

“You don’t look so good.” Isabella set the bag on the dresser, sat next to her, and placed a cool, slender hand on her forehead. “No fever. Did you drink last night? Ohh, while the Phil’s away, So goes to play?” She waggled her eyebrows. Chiara groaned back onto her bed. “Were you? Oh my God! Who? What? Where?”
 

“Shut up. Why are you here?”
 

“So nasty. Where’s the CD? I’ll put it on.”
 

“Nooo,” Chiara wailed. Isabella patted the bed and went out. The thump of the CD case echoed in before Julie Andrews’ high voice sang out “Do, Re, Mi, Fa, So, La…” and Isabella joined in, off key as always. Chiara flattened a pillow over her head. Why had “The Sound of Music” been her favorite? Isabella would never let her forget it. Though she was five years younger, Isabella had a prodigious memory. “Turn it off,” Chiara shouted, her mouth sticking out from the bottom of the pillow.
 

“Happy now?” Isabella’s voice boomed in the blessed quiet. “Now, I need a favor.”
 

“Figures.” Chiara propped herself up.
 

“Matt had to go up to San Francisco, a problem at his shop, and I need a date for a christening party.”
 

“A christening party? Go by yourself.”
 

“No, you know I can’t stand going to these things alone. It’ll be sooo much more fun with you.”
 

“Who is it? Not one of your friends?”
 

“No, the woman I’ve been covering for. And I need to go. I’m hoping she and her partners will ask me to join the practice. You’ll probably make a better impression than Matt, anyway. She comes from a crazy Italian family like ours. You know how they love women like you.” The woman most people thought she was: a proper, respectable housewife and mother.
 

“Shut up.”
 

“Then you wouldn’t have to drive to Oakland for the boys to see me, their office is right here…” she said in a sing song.
 

“It’s a deal, if you toast me a plain bagel and get me a glass of juice. Did you get light veggie cream cheese?” Chiara eased herself out of bed and padded toward the bathroom for a couple of Tylenol.
 

“Of course. Find something nice to wear, but no black. It’s a daytime thing and you don’t need to hide that body, you know.” Isabella winked before going to the kitchen.
 

Chiara studied herself in her boy shorts and tank in the closet mirror, still not used the person she saw. Huh, not bad for the thirty-five-year-old mother of two. She went on tiptoe and circled around, admiring the relatively new firmness and definition of her curves, where before there had been just jiggle and flab. Still a little cellulite, a few old stretch marks, her breasts not as uplifted as they were pre babies…she sagged and dropped to her heels. Thank goodness things didn’t go anywhere with Rocco, though he must be forty if he’d been in her brother Santo’s class. A guy like him could probably get some sexy young things. She trudged into the bathroom.
 

“Is this all you’ve got?” Isabella said half an hour later as they surveyed the outfits laid on the bed.
 

“I’ve been a stay at home mom for almost seven years and I gave most of my old clothes away when I lost the weight last year. I only have this one suit, if you want me to look dressy.”
 

Isabella frowned. “Too bad you can’t borrow something of mine.”
 

“Yeah, right,” Chiara said. It was her sister who ended up looking like Julie Andrews, tall and slender, a dancer’s body, while Chiara inclined toward dumpy. Isabella rifled through the closet and pulled out a cap sleeve A line fuchsia dress.
 

“What about this?”
 

“I thought you wanted me to make a good impression.”
 

“This isn’t Phil’s family and you look good in bright colors,” Isabella said.
 

“It’s from last year.”
 

“Big deal. Put it on.” Chiara obeyed. “I know you. Where are the matching shoes?” She dug in the back and found the box.
 

“I can’t.” It was the first, the only, outfit she’d bought after her forty-pound weight loss. She’d been saving it for a special occasion, but after a year it was still unworn.
 

“Why not? They’re cute.”
 

Chiara sighed but put on the strappy heels. Thank goodness she’d shaved and given herself a pedicure yesterday.
 

“Ready?” Isabella said.
 

“Now?”
 

“It’s a lunch thing. It’s eleven already.”
 

Chiara rolled her eyes but followed her sister out.
 

When they pulled up to the sprawling deep sky blue two story ranch house on a quiet tree lined street, she turned to Isabella.
 

“Who am I meeting here?”
 

“Faith, she’s the new mom, and her husband Brad Little, daughter Ava. I haven’t met the rest, but I assume his parents will be here too.”
 

“Whose house?”
 

“Her parents, Ray and Carlotta Buffone.”
 

Chiara gripped the armrest. “Buffone?”
 

“Yeah, why?”
 

“I’m not feeling well. My stomach hurts.”
 

“You seemed fine before. I have some Tums in my purse.” Chiara shook her head and glanced at the house. Cars lined the driveway and the street. “Come on, you did lots while you had morning sickness with Max. Please, So, this is really important to me.”
 

She looked at her sister. She never could resist her sweet little face, though she knew the steely, crafty spirit beneath. “Your plan better work,” Chiara said. Isabella smiled and they walked together to the house.
 

The door stood open, propped with an old blue glass electrical cap. Voices echoed throughout, several different conversations happening at once, even the hall was bright with sunlight from the many windows, all with sheer curtains. Their shoes were muffled by the plush area rugs. Someone had been cooking: the smells of pungent tomato sauce and meats mingled with the mouth-watering yeasty aroma of bread and pastries. People in their good church clothes, skirts and dresses, suits and sport coats, lounged or stood talking and laughing in the open living and dining rooms; in the distance the kitchen glowed warm and even more crowded.
 

“Isabella, hi, glad you could make it,” a slender blond greeted them. Isabella introduced her to Faith Little and her husband.
 

“Where’s the baby?”
 

“Making the rounds,” Faith said, gesturing over her shoulder. An older couple cooed over a blanket wrapped bundle. Chiara clasped her hands. “Let me introduce you around.” Faith quickly pointed out everyone in the room, family friends, her husband’s parents, some other colleagues, before she led them into the kitchen.
 

Chiara froze in the doorway. His back was to her, a backside she could recognize too well. Faith introduced her parents and older brother, Ray Junior, and his wife. Chiara kept her eyes on each one, relaxing her back an inch in the glow of their eyes and smiles.
 

“Rocco, didn’t you go to high school with a Vitale?” his mother asked.
 

Chiara gripped her purse to her stomach and gave all her attention to Mrs. Buffone.
 

“Yes, Santo Vitale. Nice to meet you both,” he said. Isabella shook his hand, so she had to. Strong, warm, think of something else…he released her hand. Chiara fingered her palm. Just moist heat, no blisters as she half expected.
 

“I remember your mother, we served on several committees together. We should have you all over soon,” Mrs. Buffone said.
 

“I’m sure she’d like that,” Isabella said. She gave Chiara a brief sideways nod.
 

“Yes,” Chiara said. She sounded like a frog.
 

“Rocco, you take care of these lovely young women,” Mrs. Buffone said. Why? We’re due for an earthquake, now would be good. Faith excused herself and the others went back to their conversations and tasks.
 

“Would--” Rocco began.
 

“May I help with anything, Mrs. Buffone?” Chiara said. 
 

“No thank you, dear, but you’re kind to offer.”
 

“I wouldn’t mind.”
 

“Perhaps you’ll help my son put those plates out? Then we can eat.”
 

Chiara agreed, though she now wished she hadn’t offered. Mrs. Buffone thanked her and smiled, as did Isabella. She’d get even with Isabella later. Chiara picked up a stack of plates and followed him down the hall, averting her eyes to the family pictures lining the walls.
 

Rocco set the plates on the far side of the dining room table, where food already filled the space. Chiara did the same, appreciating the ordered stacks of napkins and silverware. Stepping to the side, her body lifted as Rocco brushed past her.
 

“Pretty dress,” he said. A small smile parted his lips as he gave her a quick up and down survey.
 

“Thanks,” she said. She spotted Isabella and scooted away before he could say anything more.
 

“Lunch,” Mrs. Buffone said as she breezed into the room.
 

Other guests began lining up where Chiara had just stood with Rocco. She grabbed Isabella’s arm and urged her into line with her. A distraction was needed, especially when Rocco appeared a few people behind them.
 

“Rocco’s been checking you out,” Isabella whispered as they walked with their plates of salad and baked breaded lemon chicken to the back porch, where some of the other guests sat. Chiara tightened her hold on the edges of her plate and shook her head.
 

“Don’t shake your head at me. I know that look. He doesn’t know you’re married.”
 

“Because you didn’t tell anyone my last name,” Chiara hissed. 
 

Isabella giggled. “Stop being so proper.”
 

Chiara slunk into a wicker chair and perched her plate on her lap so she could unfold her napkin. Isabella plopped down on the stair by her feet.
 

“Mind if I sit here?” Rocco asked. She minded. He sat next to Isabella, his muscles shifted with the movement. Chiara twisted in her seat, almost dropping her plate. He glanced back at her when she muffled an exclamation.
 

“Hey Dad,” a young man said from behind them. He had a kind face and patted Rocco on the back before he sat next to him. Rocco returned the gesture. Chiara watched them while she ate, the grassy lawn encircled with vegetables, fruit trees, roses, nasturtiums, and herbs taunting her with their brightness and fragrance. Her dress clung uncomfortably to her thighs as Rocco and his son chit chatted and laughed with Isabella. 
 

Why was she here? She was being punished, that was it, wasn’t it. Seeing everything she wanted but couldn’t have. Her bites became smaller and smaller as chewing and swallowing took too much effort. She sipped her water, but that didn’t help. She had to get out of there. She could barely hear anymore, their voices muted by the whirlwind in her ears. Without a word, she rose and took her plate to the kitchen, cursing that sunny June day she first saw Rocco Buffone.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Four
 

 
 

Rocco glanced back, hoping for a glimpse of Chiara’s tanned, shapely legs, her pretty little feet in those sexy strappy heels. Just the brown wicker chair legs. Where was she?
 

“Hi, Daddy,” his daughter said as he turned to the view of the back yard, green from his father’s careful watering. He rose and hugged his girl before he introduced her to Chiara’s sister, who then looked around for her sister.
 

“I’ll find her,” he offered when Isabella stood up to look for Chiara.
 

His kids sat with Isabella, all three ate and talked as he walked into the house. He put his plate in the sink, where his sister in law started the dishes.
 

“Have you seen Chiara?”
 

“Who?”
 

“She came with her sister, she’s wearing dark pink,” he said.
 

“Oh, she came in with her plate a few minutes ago.”
 

“Thanks,” he said before he made a round of the downstairs rooms. He knocked on the bathroom door.
 

“Sorry, I’ll be out in a minute.”
 

“Chiara?” he said at the door. Water pattered in the sink then stopped. He stood a few moments before the door opened as if she expected to find something sinister waiting on the other side. Shit, she’d been crying, her eyes hadn’t been at all red earlier. He swallowed and backed up. “Your sister’s looking for you.”
 

“Will you tell her I had to go?” she whispered. She choked on her words, even in such a hushed voice.
 

“Isn’t there someone you could talk to? I know what it’s like…” he trailed off.
 

She covered her mouth with her hand but that didn’t stop the tears from falling, dropping down her cheeks and fingers. His stomach knotted. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, her bare, smooth shoulders, and she leaned into him. He led her into the garage and shut the door. Huddled together, she faced him, her hair by his chin, her smooth, shiny, fruity scented hair. He tilted his head back and exhaled before he hugged her. She wrapped her arms around his waist, buried her cheek into his chest, and sobbed.
 

He had her where he wanted her, but not how he wanted her. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the fact that only three light layers of fabric separated him from her soft, full breasts which brushed against him. He caressed the small of her back. His hand fit in its gentle sway with the ease and comfort of the custom-made baseball glove Ray’d given him for Christmas years ago. After too short a time, she drew in a shaky breath and quieted.
 

“I’m sorry,” she said.
 

“It’s okay.”
 

“No, it’s not.” She pushed away and turned.
 

“Do you want to talk?”
 

She shook her head. “I should freshen up again.”
 

He opened the door for her and watched as she went back into the bathroom. He clicked shut the door and strode outside.
 

His three nephews pounced on him the minute he stepped onto the porch.
 

“Come on, Uncle Roc, you promised us a game,” the oldest said while his brothers nodded and pulled his arms.
 

He recruited his son, daughter, and older brother Ray and they threw around the ball before the boys took turns at bat. He missed this, the grass springy underfoot, positioned in the outfield, watching and waiting for the next ball to come his way, the rush when you threw to catch a man out. A pop of bright pink caught his eye and he changed his sightline slightly. The yard wasn’t very large, so he could see her clearly as she held his baby niece in her arms. She smiled and focused her eyes on Ava, bouncing almost imperceptibly while she spoke, maybe singing softly. Beautiful, she was beautiful.
 

He took his hands off his knees and crossed his arms. He felt like a roving outfielder who suddenly feels called to be a catcher, behind home plate in a steady partnership with the pitcher. Then again, the pitchers changed every game, or more. He’d always liked variety. He shook his head and completely missed the ball which thudded on the ground near him.
 

“Gotta keep your mind in the game,” Ray said as he bent to retrieve the ball. Rocco shrugged and jogged toward the porch, all the while with one eye on Chiara, who laughed. Dammit, why couldn’t she have seen him play back in the day?
 

“Your turn,” Faith called as he walked up the steps. He stood next to Chiara. A deep calm settled in him, quickly displaced by sharp yearning when she brushed against his arms as she passed him the baby. Ava grasped his finger and he smiled at her.
 

“She looks just like you,” he said to Faith. He glanced at Chiara, who frowned and bit her lip when she caught him looking at her.
 

“You’d know,” Faith said.
 

“He’d know? What about me?” his mother said.
 

“Of course, Mom,” his sister said.
 

“Time to go to Daddy, lil’ girl,” he said as the odor of new baby poop made itself known. Brad took her and laughed. “I can take a hint,” he said.
 

“Don’t change diapers?” Chiara asked Rocco. Her mouth set, arms crossed--she riled him.
 

“I’ve changed more than my share, actually. Probably more than you.”
 

“Do you have children?” his mom asked her.
 

“Yes, two boys, five and six.”
 

“I think Chiara’s got you beat,” Isabella said. “Phil wouldn’t change a diaper if he could avoid it, which he did.” She laughed while Chiara’s frown seemed etched into her face. He looked away.
 

“Phil?”
 

“My husband.”
 

“Oh,” his mom said. He thought so. She’d had plans, now ruined. So were his. “How long have you been married?”
 

“Eight years.”
 

“My poor sister, married to a neatnik and germaphobe. And she used to be called dirty girl.” Chiara shot her sister a look that made him want to either walk away or see what fantastic fight would result. Isabella’s laughter stopped.
 

“He’s not that bad,” Chiara said. “He’s a good father.”
 

“Why were you called dirty girl?” he asked before anyone else could speak.
 

“My brother Santo called me that because I liked to play in the garden or tag along after him and Tomaso to the park or ball field.”
 

“And you didn’t take a bath for a week when we went to Italy that time,” Isabella said.
 

“I was only ten.”
 

“And when we were teenagers--”
 

“I think everyone’s heard enough about me. We should be going. Phil and the boys will be back soon. Thank you very much for inviting us,” she said as she shook everyone’s hands. He wanted to hear more. Maybe he could find out sometime. Get a few glasses of wine in Isabella and she was talkative. Faith walked them into the house. He blew out a breath and rubbed the back of his neck.
 

“Are you okay, Dad?” his daughter asked.
 

“Fine, sweetheart.” He wished for a hot tub about now except his muscles only tightened further, like a tension wire at its breaking point, imagining Chiara in the bubbling, steaming pool with him.
 

“Why can’t you find a nice woman like Chiara?” she said. He raised an eyebrow at her. His mom laughed and hugged her around the waist.
 

“That’s my girl. I couldn’t agree more. Isabella’s nice too, and a doctor.”
 

“She has a boyfriend,” Sabrina said.
 

“She’s not my type,” he said.
 

“What about Chiara?” He crossed his arms and gave her his best disapproving fatherly look. She giggled. “I’m going away to school and you’ll be forty soon. You need someone--”
 

“My love life is no one’s business but mine and don’t forget it. I have enough women in my life, don’t I?”
 

“Can’t have too much of a good thing.”
 

“Another daughter like you, okay.”
 

“You can’t get one without…” He gave her the look again. “A baby sister would be sweet. Then I can get a baby fix without having one myself.” She grinned.
 

“I know you better than that. Besides, your mother has been dating what’s his name--”
 

“John.”
 

“Right, for a while. Let her have another one.”
 

“She’s forty, Dad. And John has two kids as well. Mom doesn’t want five.”
 

“You’ve got Ava for a baby fix.”
 

“Never mind him, Sabrina. If he wants to end up like his uncle, that’s his choice.”
 

“Thanks,” he said. “That won’t work either, Mom. Uncle Rob’s happy.”
 

“Nonsense. Come on, there’s no talking to him now.” The two went inside.
 

He turned to the yard, where Ray and the boys helped his dad set up a mesh net over the pear tree to keep the birds from eating the future fruit. He leaned against the pillar and shook his head. What was wrong with him? The sky was cloudless and clear, the yard green with grass and the harvest of summer, tomatoes, eggplant, beans, and herbs, a satisfying meal filled his stomach, his family were all healthy and happy, the scent of the lemon tree drifted over…Chiara. He had to get his mind off her. Not a day had gone by since he’d first noticed her a week ago that he didn’t think about her. She wasn’t the most beautiful women he’d ever met, or the sexiest, but when she looked at him with her deep brown flashing eyes, or sashayed by, or brushed back her hair, he believed she was both, and more.
 

“Dad,” his son said as the screen door twanged shut. “You’ve been quiet today.”
 

“Do I usually talk that much?”
 

“You do like to shoot the shit.”
 

“You’re lucky your grandma didn’t hear that.”
 

“She and Sabrina are plotting in the living room.”
 

“What now?”
 

“You, again.”
 

“I’d hoped we’d settled that.”
 

“Not until you settle.”
 

Rocco grimaced. “I thought my buying a house nearby would satisfy.”
 

“No, all the more reason for them. When do you move in?”
 

“Next weekend.”
 

“Need help?” Shawn said.
 

“Yeah.” More help than anyone could give.
 

“Maybe Grandma and Sabrina are right.”
 

“Not you too.”
 

“You haven’t been yourself lately.” Had he been that obvious? He really did need to do something, more like someone.
 

“Taking on a wife and having a baby at my age is going to help? I’ve got enough responsibility as it is. You and your sister worry too much. You should both go and enjoy college, okay?”
 

“We will. I’ll tell Sabrina you’re sad ‘cause you’ll miss us.”
 

“Go on,” he said, shoving his son playfully.
 

He would, though. With Shawn at UCLA and Sabrina at SDSU, he’d wondered why he bought a house in Fairvale. He should have moved down south, made a fresh start. But he had his job, his dad relied on him. And, much as he wanted to forget Chiara, the thought of being four hundred miles away from her sent a chill through him. He rubbed his arm and pulled open the door. It slammed against the house before swinging shut behind him.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Five
 

 
 

“You’ve gotten too much like Phil,” Isabella said after a silent ten minute drive home.
 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”
 

“Talking again? Good.”
 

“Do you enjoy embarrassing me?” Chiara tightened her vise grip on her purse.
 

“Don’t be so sensitive.”
 

“If you were trying to make a good impression, teasing me wasn’t helping.”
 

Isabella parked in the driveway and turned off the car. “I was trying to lighten the mood. I’m sorry I said that about Phil.”
 

“It wasn’t that, I…” Chiara slumped forward and put her face in her hands, hoping to stop anymore tears. Isabella placed a hand on her back. Chiara took a deep breath.
 

“Are things that bad? I know you went to couples counseling, was it last year? I thought things were better.”
 

“Yes.” Chiara didn’t want to tell anyone she and Phil were separated—not yet. She could handle it all herself. “A few months ago, I sat in church, praying, and all that went through my head was you should leave your husband. But I thought that was crazy, God wouldn’t tell me to divorce my husband, right? It was just me, but the feeling was so strong, I had to go into the ladies room and lock myself in a stall and cry. Thank goodness the boys were in Sunday school and my eyes don’t stay red long.”
 

“Is that how you want to live your life? Numb?”
 

“The boys are more important than my feelings.”
 

“No, them having a happy mother is more important than martyring yourself to your idea of motherhood.”
 

“Screw you. What do you know? You don’t have children.” Chiara stopped squeezing her purse and swung open the door.
 

“I work with them and I know. They’ll know you and Phil aren’t happy, if they don’t already.”
 

“We’ve managed to fool everyone else, haven’t we,” Chiara said before she slammed the car door.
 

“We don’t live with you and you hardly ever see the family anymore.” Isabella hauled her torso out the window.
 

“Because I don’t need you all dumping on me. Don’t ask me for any more favors.” 
 

Chiara ran up the front steps, dropped her keys, swore, and picked them up, fumbling to unlock the door. Isabella’s car started and drove away. Chiara went inside and hung her purse on the hook. Phil and the boys would be home in a few hours. She had to get herself together.
 

They were late. Chiara ate a salad for dinner at the kitchen table alone while she read a magazine. At eight, Phil carried a sleeping Max to the boys’ room while Chiara helped Danny put on his pajamas and brush his teeth. He rattled on in his little voice about the rocks he’d found, the lizards they’d seen, the hot dogs and marshmallows roasted over the campfire. She tucked him in and kissed his forehead, he kissed her cheek. She knew soon enough he wouldn’t want to even do that.
 

“Enjoy your weekend?” Phil asked as they sat in the living room. The boys were asleep and she and Phil were both on their computers.
 

“Yes, thanks. Sounds like you all had fun.”
 

“Max missed you.”
 

“I could have gone, if you’d asked.” Chiara’s hands hovered over the keyboard.
 

“I know you don’t like camping.”
 

“I’d go for the boys.”
 

“But not for me.”
 

She turned to face him. “That’s not true. We did go that time to Yosemite.”
 

“And we had to leave a day early because you felt sick.”
 

“I was pregnant with Danny.” She rolled her eyes and faced the blank page on the screen.
 

“But you were well enough to go to that spa with your mother and sister.”
 

“For my mother’s fiftieth birthday and I’d stopped having morning sickness by then. Why am I defending myself? Do you have something to say that’s relevant?”
 

“I’m never sure who you are, what your priorities are.” His tone was low, dismissive.
 

“I think that’s clear--our children.” Chiara bit her lip to keep from screaming at him.
 

“Huh,” he said, also facing his computer when she glanced at him. She shut hers down and went to make the boys’ lunches for school the next day. Phil’s computer snapped shut an hour later and his footsteps shuffled into the bathroom, she could tell by the click of the door. He had to leave for work at seven and he regimented his eight hours of sleep on a strict schedule which Chiara refused silently to follow.
 

She checked to make sure she had Max’s and Danny’s clothes laid out and their backpacks ready before shutting off the lights. A sob choked in her throat. She hurried into the laundry room, shut the door, and slid down the wall. She squeezed her eyes closed to stop from crying. If she had her cell, she’d call Rocco right now. She leaned her head back. She was losing it, believing even for a second his kind words of understanding and sympathy. She’d met enough men like him to know better.
 

Still, she looked for him as she passed his job site the next two days, but she couldn’t spot him. Since she didn’t have the guts to linger or ask for him, she sighed each time she walked away without so much as a glimpse, though she could view him well enough in her imagination.
 

She and Phil barely spoke those two days. He knew he could rattle her eventually if he kept up the silent treatment long enough, which he could indefinitely, though of course they spoke to each other around the boys. Some part of her yearned to talk to Rocco--he was one of the few people she knew who’d been divorced. No one in her family was, though her brother Santo and his wife, Bobbie, had come close. She couldn’t talk to them though. Why she felt she would be comfortable talking to Rocco was a mystery since he unsettled her in ways she’d never experienced.
 

She left early on Wednesday to pick up Max, whose dismissal time was over an hour earlier than Danny’s. She told herself she wanted time outside to read quietly while she waited, but she knew she could do that at home. Really she hoped to catch Rocco on lunch. Dressed in her most flattering dark rinse boot cut jeans and a cap sleeve blue top, she tried to walk slowly, in a casual manner, but she was too much so as she passed the men grouped on the small patch of lawn.
 

Her flip flop caught on a crack in the sidewalk and she tripped, unable to stop herself from tumbling to the pavement. She cursed under her breath and picked up the hand which had saved her from a faceplant. The buckled concrete scratched her hands and as she tried to right herself. She plopped onto her rear when a sharp pain jabbed through her left ankle.
 

“Are you okay?” His voice was low but had a clear edge of true concern. Dammit, he’d seen.
 

“Yeah, fine.” She closed her eyes and focused on the sound of the leaves whishing in the whisper of wind.
 

“Did you hurt your ankle?” Rocco asked.
 

“I think it’ll be okay, thanks.”
 

He lifted her into his arms as if she was no heavier than a child. Lord, he was strong. She draped an arm around his neck and tried to ignore the deep warmth that settled in her. He was tense, hard as the apple tree branch she’d used to recline on when she was a little girl. As quickly as he’d picked her up, he set her down on the grass. She smiled weakly at the other guys while he gently felt her ankle with his fingers, so warm and rough. She shut her eyes and breathed, earth and man mingled in her nostrils, the cool lawn soothed her scraped palms. For a moment she imagined herself Maryanne in “Sense and Sensibility” when she first met Willoughby. Except Chiara liked Colonel Brandon, not Willoughby. When she opened her eyes, Rocco studied her.
 

“Are you sure you’re all right?”
 

“Bruised pride more than anything else.”
 

He grinned. Damn, he was hot. “You were so distracted by my presence, you fell over, huh?”
 

“Actually, I hadn’t noticed you,” she lied.
 

“Your ankle feels fine,” he said as he eased himself next to her.
 

“Thanks, sorry I interrupted your lunch.”
 

“I was just relaxing. Maybe you should join me, give your ankle a rest.”
 

“I guess. I don’t have to pick up Max for a while yet.” She plucked at the dying grass.
 

“School over soon?”
 

“Tomorrow.” She blew out a low breath.
 

“Big summer plans?”
 

“Different camps into July, swim lessons, then a trip to San Diego for Danny’s seventh birthday. What about you?”
 

“I bought a house. Moving in this Saturday.”
 

“Congratulations. Where?” When she glanced at him, her throat constricted. Even sitting next to him threatened to open something in her she didn’t want to know was there.
 

“Near here, 1750 Esmond.”
 

“That’s a great house. We looked at it before we bought ours six years ago. Phil’s not much of a handy man, though. He wanted something we could move right into but he really hated the yard. Not enough sun for his garden.” She was more nervous than she thought, rambling on that way, and about Phil. She plucked at the grass again.
 

“Yeah, it needs a bit of work, but I’ll get it the way I want it eventually.”
 

“Do you usually get what you want?”
 

“Not exactly, no.” He rubbed his knee. “I better get back to it.” He stood, turned, and held out his hand. She slid hers into his wide palm, moist from the mid day heat. He pulled her up effortlessly, but so fast and strong, she nearly collided with him. She placed her hands on his chest to stop the momentum. Their eyes met briefly but it was long enough for her to see the suggestive look on his face and for her insides to burn and throb with the idea of him. She looked away and fluttered her hand in a wave. She stepped onto the sidewalk, ignoring the dull ache in her ankle.
 

“Thanks,” she said.
 

“Glad you’re okay.” She sure as hell wasn’t okay. “Enjoy your summer,” he said. Her back slumped a bit.
 

“You too,” she said without turning around. She wouldn’t see him again. He didn’t want to see her again.
 

“Hey,” he said. An invisible cord drew her upright while a smile played on her lips. She turned. He waved her purse at her. She blushed but traipsed the few steps to grab it. “If you’re ever in my neighborhood, my door is always open.” Somehow she kept herself upright, or she would have puddled at his feet. She nodded and waved again, feeling as she did when she used to skip up her childhood street, bouncy and giggly.
 

He wanted to see her. She was sure of it. Otherwise he wouldn’t have said that, or told her his address, either. He must know she lived in his neighborhood, so she was always around. But as she walked home with her boys, she knew she couldn’t see him. It would be a rebound—hell, she hadn’t even filed the divorce papers.
 

Besides, it would hurt the boys. And Phil--he’d tried to be a good husband and he was a good father. And everyone would judge her—her family would think she was a cheater. All because she was a horny middle aged woman tired of trying to fix her marriage and unsatisfied in bed. So she hadn’t had sex in over six months. Was sex worth destroying her family, even sex as great as she suspected it would be with Rocco? No. Her sex life would have to wait until she divorced Phil…if she ever did.
 

That night, she showered before bed. Phil and the boys were already asleep. As she washed her hair, she closed her eyes and Rocco’s image shimmered before her, like a desert mirage. She could almost feel his hands on her and soon she had to satisfy herself somehow. Yet there was no sweet release, only her tears mingling with the shower spray as she slid to the bathtub bottom, where she sat, her knees pulled up, sobbing silently into her hands.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Six
 

 
 

“Sorry to leave you with all this to unpack, but…”
 

“I know. Thanks for your help.” Rocco patted his son’s back. They’d put in a long morning, loading and unloading the U-haul truck. His apartment had been small, so at least he didn’t have much, though his couch and the few other pieces scattered throughout the new house made it seem empty.
 

“I guess you’ll be returning the favor in a few months.”
 

“Sure thing,” Rocco said. He would take Shawn to UCLA in September while their mother would travel with Sabrina to SDSU in August. “Have a good night.”
 

“I will,” Shawn said with a wink as he left. Rocco sank into the couch. Every minute of his forty years settled with him. His son would be enjoying some cute young thing’s company while he’d be here sweating and working alone, and not on anything as fun as a sexy woman.
 

He blew out a breath. No point thinking about it and it wasn’t as if he hadn’t enjoyed his share of female company over the years, even when he shouldn’t have been. He stood and stretched before he went into the kitchen.
 

He unpacked all four boxes, dishes and glasses, a few pots and pans, spatulas and the like, and a few pantry items--rice, pasta, jarred sauce, cans of chili, vegetables, and pears.  He glanced in the empty cabinets, wondering what possessed him to buy a three-bedroom, two-bath house when he was a single man. A condo would have been more appropriate, but he liked the place and he’d gotten a great deal on it. It would be something to leave his kids.
 

He ambled into his bedroom, the only other fully furnished room in the house. He put away his clothes in the closet and old walnut dresser before he found the box with his few sheets, blankets, and towels. The silence pulsated in his ears as he pulled out a set of blue sheets and made the bed.
 

Now to the serious work. He found his tools and went into the second bathroom, where he began the long process of prepping it for a remodel. He’d already painted half of the rooms in the last few weeks, but he needed to rework the bathrooms and kitchen before he started on the exterior.
 

After he’d worked several hours, he reentered the living room with a critical eye. But, with a nod, he grinned, satisfied that this room, at least, was ready. He set up the 32 inch flat screen TV. It looked a lot smaller in this room than it had in the ten by twelve living room at his apartment. After he hooked up the DVD player, he trotted out to his truck for his CD case and loaded his favorite Pavarotti CD into the player. He left the door open, the sun beginning to dim in the early evening, but still plenty bright enough not to need lights on. He vacuumed with the shop vac and folded boxes. As he was about to take the vacuum to the garage, he turned at a knock on the door. He gripped the handle as hard as it looked like Chiara held the basket she carried, her knuckles pale with the pressure.
 

“Hi,” he said. He set down his vac so he could take the basket from her. She stood outside the door, as if she wouldn’t come in.
 

“I thought you might be tired after moving in so I brought you some dinner. I hope you like it.” She stepped back and put up her hand in goodbye.
 

“Thanks. Why don’t you join me?” He eased closer to her, not caring that his voice and his movement had too eager an edge.
 

“I can’t…”
 

“Your kids waiting?”
 

“No, they’re out with their dad.” She fingered her throat.
 

His body revved. “No reason we both should eat alone, right?” She hesitated, standing on the pathway. He smiled and attempted to turn on the charm. “You went to all this trouble—might as well enjoy it too.”
 

“Okay,” she said, though she maintained a neutral expression.
 

“Thanks,” he said as he led her into the kitchen, where he set the basket on the counter. It was pretty heavy. He turned to her and stared a moment. She looked around, running her hand through her hair, her other hand in the left pocket of her snug but not tight jeans. Her top was tighter, accentuating her figure a little too well, considering the circumstances. He cleared his throat. “You look good in that color.” Her shirt was the same bright pink as the dress she’d worn last weekend.
 

“Thanks,” she said. “Your house is great. Even nicer than I remember. I could really cook in this kitchen.” Her face now matched her tee. She moved past him to unpack the basket. Her spicy orange scent teased his senses briefly. He swallowed, unable to move for a moment with the image of her in his kitchen. Actually cooking in his kitchen, coming home to her… “I’ll have dinner ready soon, unless you want me to wait?” She pulled out rolls and a salad, her small muscles visible in each movement.
 

“No, I’ll be back out in twenty minutes. Just shout if you need anything.” Like if she needed to shower with him. He clenched his teeth.
 

She paused for a moment. “I’m good, thanks.” She sure was. He’d rather have her for dinner. He turned and rubbed his hands over his head as if to stop himself from continuing in his thoughts. It didn’t work.
 

When he walked back into the kitchen, his body, if not his mind, clean, she had the table set, the delicious smells of a homemade Italian dinner filled the room. He smiled then frowned. What the hell was he playing at here? She was a married woman, she should be making her husband’s and sons’ dinner, not his.
 

“Your husband take your kids camping again?”
 

“No,” she said as she filled two glasses with water and set them on the table. “He took them to his company picnic this afternoon. Then he was taking them out to dinner.”
 

“Don’t like company picnics either?” They both stood by their chairs and glared at each other.
 

“He didn’t ask me. He knew I had a meeting of my critique group and didn’t tell me about it until this morning. It’s his little way of…maybe this was a mistake. The dinner’s all ready. Buon appettito.”
 

“Wait…just sit down. I hate to eat alone. Please.” He swept his hand toward her chair. As close to begging a woman as he’d ever gotten. She slid into her seat as he sat and put a napkin on his lap.
 

“I hope you like lasagna,” she said.
 

“Of course. What’s not to like? Meat, noodles, cheese, tomato sauce, it’s got it all.” Kind of like her. She smiled. “You made it?” She nodded. “Delicious,” he said after a few bites. As creamy, hot, and savory as…she blushed as he stared at her. Dammit, was he being that obvious?
 

“Don’t like your own food?” he asked after a few minutes watching her take polite little bites.
 

“Sure, but I…why do you ask?”
 

“You don’t seem to enjoy it.”
 

“I do, too much maybe. So I try to, well, not.” She shrugged. 
 

“You’re afraid of enjoying too much?”
 

“Aren’t you afraid of anything?” she said, meeting his gaze with a challenge.
 

“I could say no, but then you’d call me a liar.” She smiled. Did the room get brighter? “I’m afraid for other people, my kids, my parents, my family.”
 

“Aren’t most of us? But you personally are fearless?”
 

“Should I be scared of something?” he said.
 

“You don’t like to eat alone. Are you afraid of being by yourself?”
 

“Are you?” No way would he answer that, not even to himself.
 

“More than you, probably,” she said before looking at her plate and taking a few bites. She started pushing her food around. Maybe he should have let her go. He ate faster.
 

“Don’t you want to save room for dessert?” she asked after he’d listened to the clock tick away several minutes. The music had stopped.
 

“Depends.”
For her sweetness, hell yes.
 

“Chocolate.”
 

“Tempting.” She smiled. “What? Was that a test?”
 

“Maybe,” she said.
 

She was full of secrets. Secrets he’d pay, bleed, or otherwise pain himself to discover. “Why are you really called dirty girl?”
 

“That’s my secret.”
 

“Is it? Your sister knows.” He grinned, but she frowned and rose, stacking his plate on hers. “I’ll do the dishes,” he said. He followed her to the sink, where she stepped aside.
 

“Mind if I turn on the radio?” she asked.
 

“What station?”
 

“94.9 or KMEL.”
 

“My kids listen to those.”
 

“Well?”
 

He shrugged. She turned on the radio, set to KNBR, the sports station, flipped to FM, and twisted the dial. The static and quick snatches of music gave way to a mellow hip hop beat. She went to the closet and pulled out the broom. He washed the few dishes quickly and turned as she sang along to some song about doing the unthinkable. She twitched her hips as she put the broom back, still singing softly. He came up behind her, his vision completely focused on her, each detail of her being glowed, her deep chocolate hair, her raspberry top, her luscious blueberry hips and rear--uh.
 

“’If you ask me, I’m ready,’” she whispered.
 

He reached for her, lightheaded. A ringtone broke her song and she turned to look, only to step back at his nearness. Her face turned candy apple red and she jogged into the living room and answered her cell. He dropped into his chair.
 

“I went out for a walk,” she said. The husband, most likely. “What? Okay. Just remember I’m taking them to church in the morning. Fine. Bye.” Her phone snapped shut, matching the tone of her voice as she’d spoken.
 

“Everything okay?” he asked when she walked in, clutching her purse and blinking.
 

“Yeah. Do I look stupid to you?”
 

“No, why?”
 

“Never mind. I should go. You can keep the lasagna if you want.”
 

He might never get another chance. He stepped to her, took her purse, and set it in the chair. She gazed at him--tears sparkled in her eyes. He placed one hand on her arm, the other on her cheek. She was soft and warm. “You look like you need to be told what a beautiful, sexy, wanted woman you are.”
 

She took his hand and kissed his palm. He closed his eyes. They shot open when she licked each finger, her tongue flicking and hot, before she brushed her lips on his, a spark before the burst when they kissed. This was dessert--luscious, lingering, long, with all the little mms of enjoyment. He grabbed her ass and squeezed--those jeans needed to come off. She jumped and wrapped her legs around his waist. He held on and carried her to the couch, smiling under the pressure of her.
 

Before he could set her down, she squirmed, and, in a flurry of kissing, licking, sucking, and tugging, made her way from his ears down. He tangled his hands in her hair, as silky and thick as he’d imagined. His thoughts slowed while his breathing sped, as if he’d run sprints. She sank to her knees in front of him and frantically undid the snap of his shorts. Time, yes, no, she only has time…
 

“Wait,” he choked out.
 

“What?” She looked up at him with a questioning glance.
 

“Bedroom,” he said, offering his hand. She hopped up and followed him, sliding her hands over him as they walked down the hall.
 

“Hell,” he said. He turned and pushed her to the wall with a gentle thump. She smiled suggestively before they kissed again and he found her soft, round breasts, a perfect fit in his hands. She discovered his hardness and purred appreciatively before she tugged and fingered him until he moaned. “Now.”
 

She slid down him again but he pulled her up. “Don’t you want me to?” she asked, her breath shallow. She had some little tricks--she must know what he really needed.
 

“I want you,” he said. He kissed her neck. Tasty.
 

“I can’t.” She shivered.
 

He pulled back and his temperature normalized. “It’s all sex.”
 

“Are you turning me down?” She stepped away.
 

He frowned. “No, but I want--”
 

“I’m offering a blow job, take it or leave it.” She crossed her arms and stared at the front door.
 

He didn’t take ultimatums from anyone. “There’s the door,” he said.
 

He turned without looking at her and slammed the door to his room behind him. He fell onto his bed and breathed. Her scintillating, savory scent lingered on him, enticing and earth shattering. He just turned down a blow job. He had lost his mind. He shook his head and went to the door.
 

“Chiara?” he said as he made his way down the hall. His voice echoed back in the empty space. He opened the front door. The sun sank below the horizon as his heart fell into his gut. She was gone. He’d had her in his grasp, glimpsed her beauty, her dirty girl self…he licked his lips. Her taste--she was like no one else, she made him feel like no one ever had. His brows puckered. No, he wasn’t feeling that, it was just lust. But the discomfort of longing remained as the light obscured in the gloom of night.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Seven
 

 
 

Chiara ran the three blocks, down his street, around the corner, and up hers, home. She stripped and threw her clothes into the washing machine before she showered, the cold water and soap washing away his scent, his touch, obliterating all feeling so she could be frozen again, open and loving only for her children. She shook as she toweled off, but not from the temperature. His kiss…she couldn’t remember anyone ever kissing her like that. Like he had been waiting to find her and now that he had he wouldn’t let go.
 

But he had. She should’ve done what he wanted, unshaven legs and all. The way he kissed her he wouldn’t have cared. But when he’d stopped kissing her, the critical little thoughts crept in—she was too hairy, too fat, too old, too out of practice.
 

She thought she heard a car pull into the driveway and she scrambled to get dressed. How could they be back so soon? She and Rocco must have kissed for a long time. It seemed a blur now.
 

It took half an hour to get the boys settled, though they’d both been half asleep when they’d arrived. Phil sat on the couch when she came out. She twisted her hands together.
 

“We need to talk,” he said.
 

“Oh?” She eased herself on the far side of the sofa.
 

“I could tell by your tone what you thought, us having dinner with Suzy. I know you don’t like her, why I don’t know. She’s a great person.” Chiara raised her eyebrows. “I take our marriage seriously, Claire, you must know that. I would never cheat on you.”
 

Her face burned. “We’re separated. We haven’t had sex in over six months.”
 

“Is that all it’s about to you?” He shook his head. “Have you had sex? If you can manage, surely I can.” He had a point there. It was a quality that drew her to him at first, his patience and control of his desires. If he had any. “I’m concerned about the boys. You must have noticed Danny’s been acting differently and Max is more quiet than usual. Maybe we should try counseling again.”
 

No, she needed to leave…but she had nowhere to go. “Okay,” she said. Her body ached. Was it the pain of their situation or yearning for Rocco? It didn’t matter. She had to try one more time to salvage her marriage for the boys.
 

Phil slid next to her and took her hand. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Phil kissed her. The vague, light pressure of his lips made her stomach churn. He tucked her hair behind her ears; she loosed it. He stood, her hand dropped.
 

“Do you want to call Dr. Michaels tomorrow?” he asked. She nodded. “Goodnight.”
 

“Night,” she said. He walked into the bathroom and shut the door.
 

Chiara rose and pulled her cell out of her purse. Maybe she should call Rocco and apologize. She almost dropped the phone when the ringtone vibrated it in her hand. She rushed into the laundry room and shut the door. It was Rocco. She slid open the phone, but remained silent.
 

“Chiara?” His voice, so deep and expressive… “Are you there?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Are you okay?”
 

“Sure,” she said, compounding her lies. “You?”
 

He exhaled. “I wish you were here.” He didn’t sound convinced, or maybe he was angry about it.
 

“Me too,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I had my reasons.”
 

“You’re very reasonable.” He was none too pleased about that.
 

“I better go. My husband will be waiting.” Her stomach clenched. That was low and a lie.
 

“Right. ‘Bye.” The line clicked. She snapped the phone shut. When she gripped it, it rang again. She answered.
 

“Look, I want to see you again,” he said. “It can be somewhere public if you want.”
 

“I can’t, it wouldn’t be right.” Liar!
 

“Why? You don’t think your husband ever has coffee or lunch with other women, like maybe that Suzy?”
 

How did he know that? “Okay, maybe. I’ll think about it.”
 

“We’re still working on that house down the street from yours. I can take a break or meet you for lunch sometime.”
 

“Maybe.”
 

“I’ll see you.” It wasn’t so much a goodbye as a promise. They hung up and Chiara scuffed off to the bathroom.
 

She was wrong--Phil waited. He lay in bed, the sheet and light summer quilt precisely tucked around his half-spooned form. Ready for the other spoon. She turned off the light and fumbled for her pajamas from the drawer. The room wasn’t dark enough for her comfort, but she stripped off her jeans and shirt and shrugged on the pajama tee and lightweight cotton pants. She slid into the cool sheets.
 

The fan whirred and she shivered. Phil scooted next to her and placed an arm over her. She darted her eyes, trying to think of some escape. He nuzzled her neck and she gripped the sheet in an effort to keep from smacking him away like a buzzing mosquito. He kissed her cheek, then her lips. Her head tightened, if she moved it would only be to turn away in disgust. Beer and the sharp smell of oniony salsa assailed her nostrils. His gut pressed into the curve of her waist, his sticky hand moved under her shirt. She stiffened.
 

“I’m getting my period,” she said. It was true enough, one of the reasons she hadn’t wanted to have sex with Rocco. Phil always used to complain she smelled right before. Sure enough, he pulled back and wrinkled his nose. She almost laughed, knowing full well her scent was fine.
 

Phil rolled away. His hands smoothed the blankets back into order. “Maybe we could try another time,” he said. “I’ve read some things and I’ve been trying some exercises. I know I don’t last very long…”
 

“It’s okay,” she said. It wasn’t really that, well, that was part of the problem. The reality was she didn’t find her husband attractive anymore and they were incompatible, in bed and out.
 

She turned over and faced the window. She could see through the tiny crack in the curtain. A few lights from houses on the next street over twinkled through the trees. Rocco lived on that street. Rocco, who enjoyed the way she kissed, who didn’t tell her she was being too rough or she wasn’t feminine because she didn’t want a bunch of caressing and cuddling and sweet talk. But maybe he would too, if he knew her better. Or maybe he was just a dog, like so many of the other men she’d dated before Phil. You couldn’t have both. You couldn’t have hot sex and a kind, understanding man in one relationship. She closed her eyes and breathed.
 

Chiara dragged the boys to church the next morning. Phil never went. He’d been raised Lutheran but he didn’t really care for religion. Chiara sat silently during the service while the boys attended Sunday school. She glanced around, glad Isabella didn’t go to church except on Easter and Christmas and her parents either went to the early service or drove over to San Leandro to go with her oldest brother Santo’s family.
 

The familiar backs of acquaintances’ heads surrounded her while the long ago memorized words of the service washed over her. The back of her neck prickled as if she was being watched. She glanced behind her right into Rocco’s twinkling eyes. He winked and she whipped her head forward and gripped the back of the pew she stood in front of. What in the hell was he doing here? His family went to the other Catholic Church in town--Mrs. Buffone told her. Besides, she figured Rocco for one of those twice-a-yearers, like Isabella. Chiara’s whole body began to prickle and heat up. She missed several cues and couldn’t sing the hymns.
 

As everyone filed out, the boys ran ahead of her to join their friends. Rocco followed her out onto the small playground where she stood apart, under a palm tree, its fronds rustling in the mid June breeze.
 

“Why are you here?” she whispered as he leaned against the tree trunk.
 

“Checking out the church in my new neighborhood.” His tone sounded as casual as he looked. Damn him, looking so sexy in flat front black Dockers and a blue dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up, exposing his sinewy forearms.
 

“Really? You go to church often?”
 

“Not every Sunday.”
 

Sneakers clomped in the tan bark and children’s shrieks and shouts whirled around them.
 

Chiara rummaged in her purse for her sunglasses, which she slid on. His nearness made her feel too warm. She pulled out her small notebook and fanned herself.
 

“Hot?” he said, as if he didn’t know. Ha. “I could take you all out for ice cream.”
 

“Do you have any sense of propriety?”
 

“Huh?”
 

“You know, the rightness of things, the proper behavior.”
 

“I’m not big on proper behavior,” he said. He made it sound like something dirty. He straightened and raised his hand in farewell. “Have fun, Miss Manners.”
 

Chiara gritted her teeth at his departing back. She gripped her purse, ready to fling it at him. She swallowed. That man’s ass, tight and just full enough, brought her to the brink of the scream she held in her throat. She exhaled and rolled her head one way, then another, hoping to release some of the knots.
 

“Mommy,” Max whined as he ran up. “I miss Daddy. I want to go home.”
 

“Okay, sweetie, let’s get your brother.” Her stomach rolled. Oh God, what was she doing? She couldn’t possibly divorce Phil. The boys would be devastated. She took Max’s hand and they walked over to some bushes Danny and his friends had a little fort in.
 

“Danny, time to go,” she called.
 

“No,” he shouted from somewhere within the leaves and branches.
 

“I’m counting to five,” she said.
 

“Don’t care.”
 

She counted anyway. No movement. “Danny, come out of there now or I will drag you out.” She clenched her teeth to keep from yelling and smiled at the Youngs, who passed by. Faint rustling.
 

“Mommy,” Max whined. She gripped his hand.
 

“Danny!”
 

He emerged, his eyes full of hate. “Dad never yells at us,” he said.
 

Chiara swallowed. She was a bug, squashed under that boy’s size one sneaker. Danny crossed his arms and shuffled, rigid and silent, to their car.
 

The next day, Chiara curled up on the sofa in the silent house. A peaceful quiet rather than the tense silence yesterday after church. The boys attended camp and Phil was at work. She had plenty she should do, but she grabbed a pillow and hugged it before leaning into the back cushion. She shut her eyes and dreamed, of a fine Italian man who kissed her like the world was about to end and made her believe they were the only two left on the planet.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eight
 

 
 

Rocco spent the first few days of the week with a grin on his face. He let his hopes walk with him, unchained and unchecked. Chiara riled him--that much he knew--but all the same it was a stirring feeling. Combined with her other charms, he was left like putty, warm and malleable. That wasn’t such a good feeling. Kind of like the weather on Wednesday morning, muggy but not hot, uncomfortable but not unbearable.
 

He went out to his truck to grab a wrench. Pulling his navy bandana from the pocket of his Dickies, he wiped the back of his neck. A woman’s heeled sandals clicked along the sidewalk. He glanced over and swallowed. Chiara sashayed toward him, though she studied the trees across the street. In her jeans and bright deep blue tee, she looked luscious enough to sink his teeth into, juicy as a ripe Santa Rosa plum. They greeted each other and she handed him a paper lunch bag. He opened it: homemade biscotti. How did she know those were his favorites? He was about to look up at her when she spoke.
 

“I felt like baking but Phil doesn’t like these.”
 

His wide smile faded. What was he, some kind of dumping ground? “Why don’t you bake something he wants?” He handed her the bag.
 

Her eyes roamed the street, sparking and frowning. She met his stare. “I made them for you,” she shot out, plopping the bag on the hood of his truck, as if it was full of dog shit. She turned and he grabbed her arm. She straightened like a post, stiff and uncompromising.
 

“Thanks. Let’s go get a coffee,” he said.
 

She studied him. His cheeks broadened with his smile. She relaxed in his grip and nodded. He held her elbow and opened the door of his truck for her. She slid a hand along the door as she climbed in. He called to the guys then hopped into his seat.
 

“Not going to rag me for owning a truck, huh?” he said as he drove over a speed bump.
 

“Why would I?”
 

“You drive a Prius.”
 

“That’s Phil’s car. I drive a Ford Escape, though that was his choice too.”
 

“You let him make decisions for you?”
 

Her head whipped around and she stared at him. “To make a marriage work you have to compromise. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”
 

Her marriage hadn’t worked either, or at least that’s what she claimed. But he didn’t want to argue with her. He watched the road while he waited at a red light. Grey clouds filled the sky.
 

“What kind of coffee do you want?” he asked as he pulled into the parking lot of the Peets on the corner. He glanced at her when he turned off the engine. She still stared at him, a little crease between her angry, hurt eyes. “I assume you don’t want to come in with me.”
 

She shook her head and faced the coffee house, as if looking at it would help her decide. “A small mocha, please.” She scooted up and fished in her pocket. He tightened his hold on the door handle, wishing his hand could join hers. “Here,” she said, handing him some folded ones.
 

He shook his head. “I’ll get it. You made me biscotti. It’s the least I can do.”
 

She shrugged and thanked him, folding the bills in her hands.
 

“Be right back,” he said.
 

Usually he waited casually in line, glancing around at the other people, the cute girl behind the counter, or just enjoying the rich coffee smells, but now he shifted and kept an eye on the door, absently placing his order. When he jogged out to his truck, his smile returned. She still sat, watching him. Rain pattered on his head but he shook it off and opened his door, handing Chiara the tray of coffees. He jumped in.
 

“I didn’t expect rain today,” she said.
 

“Don’t like the unexpected?” he said.
 

“I’m not prepared, that’s all.”
 

“I thought you liked getting wet.” He grinned at her as he pulled out. The car approaching honked. Keep your mind in the game.
 

He turned on the windshield wipers, which squeaked before keeping a steady rhythm with the increasingly heavy rainfall.
 

“I used to like to run in the rain when I was a girl.” Her voice was quiet, maybe a little sad.
 

“And play in the mud? Mud never stopped me from playing ball.”
 

“A dirty boy? We would’ve made a pair.”
 

He stopped the truck in front of the jobsite and took two coffees out of the tray. “Be right back,” he said.
 

His hair dripped and his shirt was damp when he jumped back into the truck.
 

“I have towels at my house if you want to dry off,” she said. She twisted her hands together. Her ringless hands.
 

“I’ve got it.” He stretched his arm and found a towel on the backseat. “How come you don’t wear a wedding ring?” He rubbed his hair, which would no doubt stick out at odd angles-- he was due for a haircut.
 

“It doesn’t fit anymore. I never got it resized.”
 

He grinned at her. She reached out and hovered her hand near his temple, as if she feared getting scalded. Then she ran her fingers through his hair, smoothing it. Her touch at once set him on fire and made him feel warm and heavy as if he’d been sitting in front of a crackling blaze. He held her hand.
 

“Where have you been all my life?” he said. Christ, he’d never used that tired old line. But with her it wasn’t. He grabbed his coffee and gulped some down.
 

“A few miles away.” Her finger traced his knuckles.
 

“Maybe I should’ve been more friendly with your brother Santo.”
 

“Wouldn’t have helped. Santo and I don’t get along very well.”
 

“We should form a club.”
 

“The dirrty club?”  She sipped her mocha.
 

He chuckled. The way her tongue rolled over that extended r sound…he licked his lips. “Sounds good. Share your dirty secrets?”
 

“I have a thing for Chevy trucks. Yours is particularly powerful. The longer length must enhance the package.”
 

He laughed. She could tease. “It serves me well. Let me guess, your first boyfriend had a Chevy.”
 

She studied him, a sly grin eased out the corners of her full lips. “You’re smarter than you look.”
 

“Ouch. Hitting too close to home?”
 

“No comment.” She put both hands around her cup and rubbed them along the surface.
 

“I think your sister’s coming to Sunday dinner at my parents’. I notice she’s a talker once she gets a few glasses of wine in her.”
 

“Now who’s taking a low shot?”
 

“I like to play dirty.”
 

She opened her mouth briefly before smiling. Her eyes sparkled again, a playful twinkle. He squeezed her hand back into his.
 

“What do you want to know?” she said.
 

“The answer to my question.”
 

She studied his face before she began. “My best friend, Jenny, was a little wild, in a good way. We’d been friends all our lives and she was over at my house almost every day. She lived with her grandparents and had no siblings. We were sixteen and I’d been dating this guy. Santo caught my boyfriend and me…” She looked out the window.
 

“In a compromising position?”
 

She fingered his hand and leaned back. “Mm-hum. My parents didn’t like him anyway, so that was the excuse they needed. For my seventeenth birthday a month later, Jenny gave me a box of condoms, which my mom, ever the snoop, found in my dresser drawer. I’m sure you can imagine the reaction.” They studied each other, eyes alight with amusement.
 

“Probably not much worse than when I didn’t go to college and then got my girlfriend pregnant.”
 

“Your parents seem more reasonable. Mine didn’t care that I hadn’t used any. I caught him with another girl the day before my birthday. I may have said some nasty things to my parents, mostly about how they couldn’t criticize since they only got married because my mom got pregnant with Santo at sixteen. I kind of blasted him too. There were a few more incidents and they were more than glad to see me go to San Diego for college. They worried about my influence on Isabella--she’s five years younger. They said I had a dirty mouth and worse behavior. Jenny tried to defend me, but they didn’t want to hear it. She couldn’t stand Santo for nicknaming me dirty girl when we were little, among other things. She said he was the dirty pig. I loved her like a sister.”
 

He almost laughed about Santo, but Chiara’s far away look stopped him.“You keep in touch?”
 

“She died at twenty five. My parents wouldn’t come to the funeral. There was hardly anyone there. Just me, a few other friends and ex-boyfriends of hers.”
 

“The anti-family thing?”
 

She nodded. He pulled her into him and she leaned on his chest.
 

“Sorry,” he said.
 

Her head nestled close to his heart. Their hands intertwined.
 

“Thanks. I guess I ruined the mood.”
 

“Was there one?” Rocco said.
 

He closed his eyes and inhaled. The air, her scent, filled his lungs, almost oppressive but heady, with citrus, spice, and sex mingled.
 

“I guess I should get home,” she said.
 

He listened to their breathing, in and out in time with each other. A knock tapped on her window and she gripped his thigh with a quick, low gasp. He turned the key and rolled down the window. He leaned across her. The rain had stopped, just a few droplets dripped from the trees.
 

“Hey Rocco,” Juan said, “Warren needs help with that pipe.”
 

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”
 

She reached for the door handle as he closed the window.
 

“I’ll drive you home.”
 

“It’s only a few blocks. I can walk.”
 

He pulled away from the curb before she could open the door. “Which house?”
 

“On the corner of the next block, other side.”
 

He made a U-turn when he got there and stopped in front of her car parked in the driveway. His stomach gripped. “Lunch next week?”
 

“Where?” she said.
 

“I’ll call you.”
 

She nodded and scooted close to him. Their eyes locked. She placed her hand, trembling, on his cheek and kissed him. Before he could think, his arms slid around her and pulled her so close he felt her nipples harden. Her hand eased onto his inner thigh as they kissed. He pushed away and rubbed his forehead.
 

“I’ve got to get back,” he said. He sounded like he used to when he smoked too many cigarettes, raspy and dry.
 

“Have a good day. Talk to you later,” she said. She smiled as she left the truck. She waved before she went into her front door.
 

He couldn’t smile. His neck bristled with cold sweat. He tightened his hold on the steering wheel and leaned his head on it. He shut his eyes but he still saw her, still felt her presence. Shit. He faced forward and shifted the gear into drive. The curtains of her window twitched. He thought she stood there, waving. He held up his hand then drove down the street. He shouldn’t call. He should end this now. Or he should get her into bed, to prove she was just another woman who didn’t mean any more to him than the rest.
 

His body clenched as the truck bounced forward in his sudden stop. He threw it into park and jumped out, slamming the door. He took a deep breath. The moist air cooled him but he had to remind himself to breathe and take the steps into the house. A minute later, he came out again. He’d forgotten his tools. He shook his head. Something had to change or he’d go off the edge. Wrong, he was already there, hanging on a jagged cliff top with his fingers, scrabbling to keep hold. He shut his eyes. Below him, below the cliff, was a deep, clear blue lake. Chiara swam then rolled onto her back and floated, naked, calling to him. He let go.
 

Liquid warmth flowed through him as he walked back into the job, toolbox in hand. He would change things, all right, even if he had to play dirty to do it.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Nine
 

 
 

Chiara watched Rocco from the living room window. He leaned his head on the steering wheel of his truck for a moment. Her throat tightened. Did he not want to leave or did he regret meeting her? He drove away. She licked her lips. She could still taste the strong Italian roast coffee he’d drunk.
 

She laughed and twirled. Then she sat down, dizzy from her movement and their kisses. Just remembering them, her head lightened--she wondered if she could float off the couch. Maybe it was possible to trust someone who also made her feel on fire and like the sexiest woman she could be. She’d never told anyone, not even Phil or Isabella, how she felt about her family calling her dirty girl or about Jenny. Isabella probably knew anyway, but Phil didn’t know her parents ever called her that. He’d probably wrinkle his nose at her if he did.
 

Unbridled hope and passion toward Rocco coursed through her. She needed to talk about him, or hear about him. But there was no one. She wouldn’t trust even Isabella with this secret. She rose and ambled into the kitchen. What to do about dinner? She had some chicken in the fridge. Mrs. Buffone’s lemon chicken was delicious--the boys would love it. She could call and get the recipe and if she happened to ask how the family was and Mrs. Buffone happened to mention Rocco…Chiara ran to the phone.
 

Mrs. Buffone answered cheerfully and Chiara was at once put at ease while butterflies flitted in her stomach. “Why don’t you join us for lunch, dear,” Mrs. Buffone asked. “Sabrina, you remember, my younger son Rocco’s daughter, agrees. We’d love to have you over.”
 

Chiara’s smile widened. “If you’re sure…”
 

“Of course.”
 

“Thanks, I can be there in ten minutes. May I bring anything?”
 

“No, thank you. See you soon. You remember the address?”
 

“Yes, thanks.” Chiara said goodbye before she started babbling.
 

After hugs and greetings were exchanged, Sabrina and Mrs. Buffone left Chiara in the living room for a moment to check on lunch. She sat on the wide navy blue sofa. Turning, she noticed a grouping of family photos on the table behind her. Her eye was drawn to one of Rocco. She picked it up and studied it. He smiled broadly, very young, but sexy in his baseball uniform. His son bore a strong resemblance to him, his younger self, who had a kinder, more open face. An expression she saw sometimes in Rocco’s smile. She touched her finger to the photo before quickly replacing it when Sabrina walked in. Chiara clasped her hands in her lap and glanced at the young woman.
 

“Would you like iced tea or lemonade?” Sabrina asked, motioning to her that they were ready.
 

Sabrina led her into the kitchen, as warm and inviting as Chiara remembered. The table was set with cream colored dishes, silverware, blue cloth napkins, glass tumblers, a chopped salad, fruit salad, rolls, and brownies. Sabrina poured Chiara some iced tea and they all sat. Mrs. Buffone asked about the boys and Chiara explained their camp schedule and asked about Mrs. Buffone’s grandsons, who were also attending summer camps, except Sabrina’s brother, of course.
 

“He’s so much like his father at that age,” Mrs. Buffone said. Her eyes unfocused and she sighed, almost imperceptibly.
 

“Did you notice the photo of my dad in his uniform?” Sabrina asked.
 

“Yes,” Chiara replied. Oh God, she saw me. I kissed this girl’s father not even an hour ago. Chiara took a bite of her salad.
 

“I wish I could’ve seen him play,” Sabrina said.
 

“Didn’t he when you were young?”
 

“Not really. He was in a local league for awhile. I don’t remember much.”
 

“How old were you when your parents divorced?”
 

“Seven.”
 

The same age as Danny would be. “It must have been hard on you.”
 

“Yeah, but I think it was worse for my dad and brother. I had my mom and grandparents.” Sabrina smiled at her grandma, who patted her hand.
 

“Yes, Rocco and Shawn went through some hard times, but they’re better now,” Mrs. Buffone said.
 

“I’m sorry. The divorce wasn’t his choice?”
 

“No,” Sabrina said as Mrs. Buffone ate. “But they’re both happier now. My mom’s been dating a great guy. He’s divorced and has two adult children too.”
 

“What about your dad?” Chiara asked.
 

“He’s not seeing anyone.” Sabrina and her grandma exchanged dissatisfied looks. “I worry about him sometimes, but he insists he likes his life the way it is.”
 

Chiara set her fork on her plate and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “He mentioned you’re going to SDSU in August?”
 

“Uh-huh. I’m looking forward to it.”
 

“We’ll miss you,” Mrs. Buffone said.
 

“I went to college in San Diego,” Chiara said. “It’s a fun city. Have you been there before?”
 

“A few times. My first trip there was on our last family vacation with my parents. I’m hoping to talk my dad into taking my best friend and me down next month. I didn’t get to see much last time I went. I want to get a feel for things before school starts. Maybe he’ll meet someone nice while we’re there.” She shot her grandma a sly smile.
 

“What good would that do?” Mrs. Buffone said. “He just bought his house.”
 

Chiara rubbed her thighs and tried to keep a smile plastered on her face.
 

“What good?” Sabrina said. “You know, Grandma. Men need women more than we need them. He needs someone.”
 

“True, but listen to you. Eighteen and knows everything.” Mrs. Buffone laughed.
 

“Sometimes we know ourselves better when we’re young,” Chiara said in a quiet voice. “We forget…I wish I’d stayed true to my eighteen year old self.” If she had, she would never have married Phil. Or stayed married to him.
 

“See, Grandma, she agrees with me. Too bad you don’t have a single twin.” Sabrina smiled.
 

Chiara took a sip of tea. She glanced at Mrs. Buffone but quickly stared at her plate. In that brief look, Chiara felt as though Mrs. Buffone could read her mind, could see how she longed to be the one for Rocco. She believed Mrs. Buffone studied her, her knowing, wise eyes considering every twitch of Chiara’s mouth, every dart of her eyes, every nervous movement of her hands.
 

“Now,” Mrs. Buffone said, “Will you get that recipe for me, Sabrina?
 

Sabrina rose, put her plate in the sink, and took a paper off the counter. “Here,” she said, handing it to Chiara.
 

“Thanks.”
 

Sabrina cleared the table and started on the dishes.
 

“Do you want some help?” Chiara said.
 

“No thanks,” Sabrina said.
 

“I spoke to your mother the other day,” Mrs. Buffone said. Chiara nodded. She hadn’t talked to her mom since the boys’ last day of school, almost a week ago. “I invited her to my birthday party this Saturday. I hope you and your family will be able to join us.”
 

“Thank you, I’ll need to ask my husband.” Mrs. Buffone inclined her head. “It’s kind of you to include us.”
 

“It’s Grandma’s sixty-fifth. Grandpa wants her to fill the house, old friends and new, the whole family,” Sabrina said as she dried her hands on a dishtowel.
 

Chiara smiled. There was no way she could go, definitely not with Phil, and not with her parents there either. Too risky. “I should go. I need to pick up the boys.”
 

She rose and returned Mrs. Buffone’s and Sabrina’s hugs. She tugged at the bottom of her tee. How much she wished for in-laws like this, caring and inclusive. “Thanks again for lunch,” she said as they walked her out. She tucked the recipe in her purse.
 

“We enjoyed your company,” Mrs. Buffone said. “We’ll hope to see you Saturday.”
 

Chiara smiled and went to her car. On the way to pick up the boys, her mind wandered. She even missed the street for the nature park where their camp was and had to turn around. The Buffones were good people. She shouldn’t be meeting Rocco. He must know it wasn’t right. But then so did she and she kept seeing him. Was he feeling the same irresistible pull? Or did he not have the same moral code as his family? Surely he didn’t kiss every woman the way he had her. She tried to listen as the boys told her about their day as they drove home, but sometimes she had to ask them to repeat themselves because the idea to call Rocco blipped in her mind like a smoke detector when the batteries get low.
 

The boys wanted to go to the park, which distracted her. She always kept a close eye on them at the busy community park, with its four playgrounds, water feature, picnic areas, and three different levels. They soon found some friends from school and Chiara chatted with their moms. Before, she used to imagine how happy everyone else was, what great sex they probably had, guilty over how patient they were with their kids. Now those thoughts still swirled in her mind but with the added debris of guilt over wanting Rocco. No, it wasn’t just the wanting, she admitted as she drove home, the boys whining in the back. It was the meetings, the kissing, the giddy hope she’d felt a few hours before.
 

“If I hear one more word of whining,” Chiara snapped as she hastily unbuckled the boys from their seats, “you will both be on time out until dinner.”
 

“Okay, Mommy,” Max said in his quietest voice while Danny glared at her and stomped to the door.
 

She let them watch a video while she made dinner. Phil would eat reluctantly. He liked curried chicken thighs or Kung Pao chicken, not boneless skinless chicken breast lightly breaded with a delicate lemon flavor. Nor was he much for salad and roasted potatoes. He didn’t like Italian food, either. When they first dated, Chiara was intrigued by his exotic tastes and tales of his travels in Asia. But as the years passed, so did the novelty. Now she realized she wanted someone more like her favorite uncle, Max, a man who was kind, dependable, fun, and masculine. Even a comfortable irritation like her father or brother Tomaso seemed better than what she had with Phil.
 

While she washed the dishes, she glanced out the window. Rocco paced across the street. She stared. It was really him. The plate she held clattered into the sink. She opened her mouth to call to him, but Phil’s Dodger blue Prius whipped a turn into the driveway. She turned off the water then stood motionless. Rocco stopped too, staring at where Phil’s car was.
 

“Daddy!” the boys shouted. They usually heard his car pull in and watched from the living room window as Phil came into the house.
 

Rocco started to walk across the street. Chiara gripped the edge of the counter and pressed her stomach into the unyielding tile. The front door opened and Rocco stopped. He watched for a moment before he turned and walked away, down the street, as the boys clamored for Phil’s attention, like they did every evening. She let out her breath. She hadn’t been able to see Rocco’s expression clearly but she believed he looked determined. Oh God.
 

“How was your day?” Phil said when he came into the kitchen, the boys following. Phil kissed her cheek.
 

“Fine, thanks, and you? Boys, set the table, please.”
 

“Good. Suzy and I had lunch. We made progress on how to tackle those new accounts.”
 

New accounts? She went into a stupor whenever Phil talked business. “That’s nice,” she said. Rocco was right. She twisted the dishtowel in her hand. Except she doubted Phil and Suzy had kissed, much less pawed each other like two teenagers. Chiara licked her lips then pressed them together.
 

“Do I have time to change before dinner?” Phil said.
 

“Sure,” she said. For a second, she imagined some magical change, transforming him into Rocco. Lust, that’s all it was. Lust was clouding her judgement. “Thanks boys,” she said as Max and Danny finished putting out the silverware. She peeked in the oven. Everything was ready.
 

An hour later, Chiara scrubbed the pans in the sink, plenty of sudsy too-hot water scorching her hands through her blue rubber gloves. She gritted her teeth, remembering how Phil reacted just as she thought he would at dinner. Now he ate a snack of spicy nuts and beer in his leather recliner while the boys watched “Where the Wild Things Are.” Chiara hated that chair. She hated looking at the bald spot on Phil’s head as he bent over his dinner. She hated his protruding gut pooching over his belt as he stretched. She hated his false thanks for dinner. She hated being married to him.
 

She tried to look out the window, but she couldn’t see anything. A light breeze ruffled the edge of the curtain, as gently as the way Rocco had touched her cheek after dinner at his house that night. She inhaled. She was grateful someone wanted her. She was grateful for her boys. She was grateful for her health. She was grateful Phil was a decent man, a good father. She blew the breath slowly out. Time to get the boys ready for bed.
 

Danny was cranky and it took twice as long as usual to get them settled into their bunk beds. She brushed back her hair and trudged into the living room. Phil glanced up from his computer and unplugged an earphone.
 

“Everything okay?”
 

“Yeah,” she said. “You watching something?”
 

“A movie. You want to join me?”
 

She shook her head and plopped into the chair at her desk, an old oak roll top. She pulled out a notebook and pen and wrote.
 

Two hours later, Phil snapped shut his computer. “I’m going to bed. Are you coming?”
 

“Not yet, goodnight.”
 

He raised his hand and walked into the hall. She closed her notebook and stowed it in a drawer. She stood and stretched. She probably should keep those notebooks locked up. If her mom came over, she might find them. Sometimes her mom pretended to help clean when really she was being nosy.
 

Her purse hung on the hook. She rifled in it to find her phone. She often forgot to turn it off. It rang and she searched frantically, hope swelling that it was Rocco. It was.
 

“I saw you,” she said without any polite preamble. She jogged into the laundry room and closed the door with her foot. Nothing.
“Outside my house earlier.”
 

“Yeah.” His voice was raspy and harsh. “Are you coming to my mom’s party?”
 

“I doubt it, unless you want me to.” Please say yes.
 

“I do.” She smiled, even though his voice didn’t match his words. “But I want you to bring your husband and sons.”
 

“What?”
 

“You heard me.”
 

“Why?” She slid down the wall and hugged her knees with one arm.
 

“I need to see you with them. I remember what it was like. I can’t do this.”
 

“Sabrina told me your divorce--”
 

“I know what she told you,” he growled. “I tried to tell myself it was okay. I tried to tell myself we all turned out okay. But you don’t know what we went through, what I put my son through, what he did because I wasn’t there. Maybe it would have been different if--”
 

“You don’t know that.”
 

“No one knows. But we both know what we’re doing is wrong.” He almost whispered it, as if he, like she, didn’t really want to hear that.
 

“We could just…you were right, about Phil and Suzy. They had lunch today. We can be friends, okay? Neighbors?” She gripped her legs tighter.
 

He blew out a breath, almost a snort. “No.” His phone clicked. He’d hung up.
 

Chiara looked at the screen of her phone. She slid it shut. The phone thudded onto the sisal rug as she buried her head between her chest and knees. She covered her neck with her arms, like she did during an earthquake. Things had shifted, but no real harm had been done. She just had to put a few items back on their shelves, back into their proper places. Too bad there wasn’t insurance for your heart. She’d have to pay for the damages herself.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Ten
 

 
 

Chiara didn’t bother mentioning Mrs. Buffone’s party to Phil. She took her walks near the boy’s camp the next two days instead of near home, where she might see Rocco or be tempted to walk by his house and remember.
 

Her mom phoned but Chiara didn’t return her call, not wanting to admit even to herself that she wouldn’t go to the party, that she would never kiss Rocco again, never even talk to him again. She went through the motions of her days, even more hollow and alone than she had been before they met. Now she knew something else was possible for her, something she had denied the very existence of. She had let hope bang open the door and now it hung, tipsy, off its hinges.
 

As she shook her head at herself on Friday evening, the boys watching PBS Kids while she threw a frozen pizza from Trader Joes in the oven, the phone rang. She hadn’t been answering it, but she did this time. It was Isabella, sounding glum.
 

“Matt and I had a fight,” she said.
 

“Again? Want to talk about it?”
 

“Same old, same old. Look, I already told Mom and Mrs. Buffone I’d be coming to that party tomorrow. Mom says you won’t return her calls. I take it you’re not going?”
 

“No.” Chiara hugged herself with her free arm.
 

“Don’t want to talk, huh?”
 

“Not so much. Nothing to talk about, anyway.”
 

“Come to the party with me, So? Pleease? Maybe you can help me keep Mom’s questions to a minimum.”
 

“Sure, because she loves to grill me more than you.”
 

“Because you’re easier to break down,” Isabella said. She was infuriatingly right most of the time.
 

“Shut up.” Chiara paced a few steps before peeking in the oven.
 

“So, will you? I like the Buffones and it’s good for me to get out, you know, and Faith will be there and maybe I can go over some things with her too. Will you?”
 

Chiara sighed. “I’ll need to talk to Phil. I doubt it, though.”
 

“Call me back on my cell, okay?”
 

“I hear his car now. I’ll call in ten.”
 

“Kisses, best big sister.” No doubt Isabella had her biggest shit-eating grin on.
 

“Sure, you little brat.”
 

Isabella blew a raspberry into the phone and hung up. Chiara smiled, though the little crease in her forehead pushed out.
 

After greeting the boys, Phil came in and kissed her cheek. She was a nose wrinkler too; she hated his patchouli spice scent. The usual pleasantries exchanged, Phil sniffed.
 

“Frozen pizza?”
 

“I thought we’d have a salad.”
 

“I wish you’d warn me. I could’ve picked something up.”
 

The only kind of salad Phil liked was Cobb or spicy Asian fusion. “Isabella called. She wants me to go with her to a party tomorrow. I told her probably not. I figured you’d want us to do something with the boys.”
 

“Actually, and not that you’re not welcome to come, but I’m sure you’d rather go with your sister…Suzy invited the boys to go swimming at her house this weekend. Her nephew, he’s seven, is visiting…” Phil said as he bent over to stare into the refrigerator.
 

“I see.” Visions of Phil divorcing her, taking the boys, living at Suzy’s spacious upper valley house, herself alone, inhabiting a studio apartment, or maybe at her parents’ flicked through her mind like a movie on fast forward.
 

She clutched her forehead and squeezed before she started at the faint burning smell. She pulled out the pizza, not burnt, but Danny might complain about the darkened edges.
 

“Well, what do you and the boys want to do?” she said as she placed pizza and broccoli on their plates.
 

“I’ll ask them,” Phil said. He grabbed an ale and put a frozen shepherd’s pie in the oven while Chiara chopped apple for her salad. He called the boys to dinner and sat with them at the table.
 

Chiara listened with one ear to their conversation. Of course, the boys began to chatter excitedly about the day.They loved to go swimming and they’d met Suzy’s nephew at the company picnic. Apparently, they liked Suzy too. Chiara rubbed her stomach before assembling her salad, her favorite mixture of baby lettuce, apple, walnuts, dried cranberries, and a sweet poppy seed dressing. She placed it on the table.
 

“Salad again, Mommy?” Max asked. “You eat a lot of salad.”
 

“I like salad,” she said. “Well, it sounds like you want to go to Suzy’s tomorrow. Do you want me to come?”
 

“Yes,” Max said.
 

“Dad says Aunt La wants you to go to a party?” Danny said. “She might get lonely without you, but we’ll have Dad.”
 

“Oh, okay,” Max said. He was usually swayed by his brother’s quiet pronouncements.
 

“I’ll call her, then. If you’re sure.” The three nodded and went back to eating and chatting.
 

Chiara called. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go. Rocco basically told her not to, unless she brought Phil and the boys. But if she and Phil were really going to split, she might as well grab what she could. But she wasn’t going to let Isabella know that.
 

“You’ll go!” Isabella got excited easily.
 

“Maybe. Or maybe I should go with Phil and the boys.”
 

“And leave me by myself?”
 

“There will be plenty of people there.”
 

“True. Oh, I bet that cutie Rocco will be there. I could give my flirting skills an airing. ‘Course I could do better with you on wing. What can I do to get you there? How about I take you shopping in the morning? A new dress?”
 

Chiara’s stomach knotted so tightly she felt she’d done that torturous new abs routine her Jazzercise instructor threw at them last week. No way would she let Isabella go alone now. “It’s a deal. What time?”
 

“The party starts at two, so maybe 10:30? We can shop, have lunch, and we’ll still have time to beautify. It’ll be like the old days, when I’d help you get ready for a date.” Isabella laughed.
 

Chiara smiled a tiny bit. Those were the days of giggling and too much makeup, whispered secrets and groaning over boys. Boys who turned out to not be worth the time or thought they’d innocently given. “Sounds good. See you then.”
 

The next afternoon, Chiara followed Isabella to her car. “Thank goodness Phil and the boys are gone,” Chiara said. “If Phil saw me in this dress…I can’t believe I let you talk me into it.”
 

“Your husband is a freak, and not in a good way, if he wouldn’t want to rip that dress off you. You look fantastic. Maybe you’re right, though. How am I going to get Rocco to look at me with those boobs peeking out?” Isabella laughed as they eased into the car.
 

Chiara looked down and tried to pull the halter neckline over more, but it wasn’t budging, not that way. “He knows I’m married.”
 

“Doesn’t stop a guy from looking.”
 

“Why did I let you talk me into this?”
 

“Because you know that dress looks great. Hot pink is one of your best colors. You’re like an Italian Marilyn Monroe.”
 

“I’m dressed all wrong. This is a family birthday party. Turn around, I want to go home,” Chiara said as Isabella made a right onto Oak.
 

“No way. I need you to keep Mom away from me. You know she’ll be all over me about Matt. Thirty and not married, she’ll say, when is he going to put a ring on that lovely finger? You know how she is.”
 

“She’ll be too distracted by my hoochie mama dress to notice Matt’s absence.”
 

Isabella laughed until tears sprang into her eyes.
 

“Nice of you to laugh at my pain.”
 

“Oh, come on, you’re used to it. At least Santo and Bitchy Bobbie won’t be there. Imagine what she’d say about your dress.” Isabella snickered.
 

“And Santo would be right behind her with his raised eyebrow and disappointed head shake. Ugh. I’ll never be able to wear this again. What a waste.”
 

“Yeah, I guess. You sure won’t be wearing it on your trip to the milquetoast in-laws next month. So much color and olive skin would burn their retinas. But, really, So, you know you love it and you know you look gorgeous. Celebrate, huh? Where’s that crazy girl you used to be? It’s okay to let her come out and play sometimes.”
 

She died with Jenny. Or maybe she got buried alive and was still trying to claw her way out. “Is this medical advice or little sister teasing?” Chiara said as they parked down the street from the Buffones’.
 

“Neither. Come on, there’s a party waiting for the Vitale sisters.”
 

Chiara laughed and strode to the house, arm in arm with Isabella.
 

Mrs. Buffone stood in the living room, surrounded by friends when they walked in. No male Buffones in sight; Chiara breathed in relief. They placed their gift bags on a small circular table in a corner, greeted Mrs. Buffone, who remarked how lovely they looked, and made the rounds in the living room. Chiara’s mom raised an eyebrow at her, but no comments yet, since they were chatting with a few old acquaintances. Directed by her grandma, Sabrina led Chiara and Isabella into the kitchen, where the men were working.
 

“Grandpa, Grandma wants you to join her,” Sabrina said before walking back down the hall.
 

Chiara’s palms prickled as Ray Junior, Rocco’s son Shawn, a smooth looking man in his sixties or seventies, Mr. Buffone, and Rocco turned to them. While they said their hellos, Rocco took her in with a flash in his eyes. He might as well have drawn her to him and kissed her because she felt the same pop in her stomach and deep pull as if he had. He was her favorite types rolled into one: Italian, construction worker, ball player, just the kind she used to get googly eyed over in her teens. The older man, his uncle Rob, took Chiara’s hand and kissed it, complimenting her. Rocco turned a twinkling eye on Isabella.
 

“Where’s the boyfriend?” he asked her. “Is he real or did you make him up to keep the men away?”
 

“Uncle Rob,” Shawn said, “Chiara’s husband is real, so lay off.”
 

“You see what disrespect I have to endure from these young men?” Uncle Rob sighed. Chiara had to think of him that way, he was so like her own uncles. She laughed. He shrugged and followed his brother, Mr. Buffone, to the living room. Shawn and Ray went back to the stove.
 

Isabella moved closer to Rocco and smiled. Did she just bat her eyelashes? Chiara ground her teeth.
 

“I’m not telling,” Isabella purred.
 

“Like mystery, huh?” Rocco said.
 

“You know us Italian women, full of sultry intrigue.” She slid her hand onto his arm.
 

Chiara dug her nails into her palm, slippery and hot.
 

“You need a man who appreciates you,” he said in a low voice.
 

Chiara swallowed the scream in her throat.
 

“True. It’s too late for Chiara, but I’m free to do who…” Isabella coughed delicately. “What I want.”
 

Rocco laughed, the same laugh he’d used on her. Chiara clasped her hands to keep from smacking Isabella, or belting that grin off Rocco’s face, or both.
 

“Dad, we need to set up those drinks,” Shawn said. Rocco and Isabella followed him out.
 

“Do you need any help?” Chiara asked Ray. “Seems you’ve been deserted.”
 

“Thanks, most everything’s ready. I’ll catch him for dish duty later. That brother of mine, he doesn’t have much stick to it, except when it comes to unzipping, his mouth and…” He turned and his neck reddened, as if he’d just realized he wasn’t talking to one of the family.
 

Chiara smiled in understanding, though her insides screamed in agony. “I hear you. Isabella’s the same. Younger siblings.” She shrugged.
 

“Yeah. Oh, Sabrina,” he said as his niece ambled in. “Will you take Chiara around, maybe get her a drink?”
 

“Sure,” she said. She led Chiara into the living area. Isabella hung on Rocco’s arm. He was smiling and charming her parents. Sabrina got them a couple of iced teas from the dining room sideboard.
 

“I thought your sister was coming with her boyfriend,” she said.
 

“They had a fight.”
 

“I know how that goes,” Sabrina said.
 

Chiara glanced at her, her cute features twisted in a grimace. “Guy trouble?”
 

“Not lately, but my last boyfriend and I ended things in a bad way, you know? But I’ll meet new people in college, right?”
 

“Definitely. You’ll have a blast.”
 

“You never said which school you went to.”
 

“USD, it’s the Catholic college up on the hill by Mission Bay.”
 

“It’s beautiful. My friend Maddy’s going. I wanted to go too, but my grades weren’t good enough, and it’s expensive.”
 

“You could always transfer, if you get your grades up. In my day, it wasn’t so competitive. Sixteen years ago.” Chiara ran a finger along her frosted glass.
 

“Really? I thought…I mean, you’re old enough to be my mom?” Sabrina sounded surprised.
 

“I’ll be thirty-five in November.” Old enough, if she’d been as dumb as her mom, having a baby at seventeen. Then again, a girl with Rocco, a beautiful, smart daughter…and, for all their fighting, Chiara knew her parents were still in love. Look at how they held hands, the way her dad glanced at her mom, a spark in his eye, or her mom smoothing his still black hair for him when a stray strand fell out of place. Chiara’s heart fell. No, it imploded.
 

“I’m sorry,” Sabrina said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 

“You didn’t. I am that old.” She smiled. “And anyone would be proud to have a daughter like you.”
 

“Wish you could talk to my mom.”
 

“Is she here?”
 

“No, she and Grandma haven’t always been friends, if you know what I mean.” Chiara nodded and Sabrina laughed. “Grandma’s funny that way. With one hand, she tries to push my dad to settle down and with the other she ticks off all the reasons every woman isn’t good enough for him. Though your sister might fit her standards.
An Italian American doctor. Education and family are very important to Grandma.”
 

Chiara’s insides shriveled and curled inward, like she did after a bout of hysterics or a crying jag. “My parents too.”
 

Mr. Buffone called everyone to the tables and Chiara sat near her parents while somehow Isabella managed to score the seat next to Rocco at the family table. Chiara fidgeted in her place at the second table, also covered in a large white damask cloth, but it was a folding table. The open floor plan allowed for such a gathering and Chiara suspected the Buffones always had people over, much as it had been at her own house growing up. Phil never wanted anyone over unless they called first and he liked formal, orderly parties, not the free for all get-togethers of Chiara’s youth. Besides, their house wasn’t really big enough for entertaining. Suzy’s was. She’d seen it when Suzy hosted an office party last year; one of those nineteen-nineties two story monstrosities, the modern tract home for the wealthy set.
 

“I’m surprised Phil let you out of the house in that dress,” her mom whispered as Chiara took a bite of mixed greens salad. Her mom didn’t mean that in the “rip the dress off you” way Isabella had. Chiara chewed her food then took a sip of iced tea.
 

“He and the boys are out,” she said, knowing some response was safer than none.
 

“When was the last time you two went out?”
 

“Phil and I spend plenty of time together.”
 

“Humph. You know your father and I are happy to watch the boys if you want to get out.”
 

“Thanks.” Chiara glanced at Isabella and Rocco who had their heads almost touching as they laughed. Chiara faked a smile.
 

“It’s Isabella you should be worried about. She and Matt had another fight.”
 

“She looks happy enough. Rocco is a charming man and he comes from such a nice family.”
 

That totally backfired. Chiara half listened as her mom talked about the Buffones, which somehow led to her favorite topic, Santo and his girls. Why had she driven over with Isabella? At this rate, she should cut her losses and call a cab rather than see Isabella drop her off and follow Rocco home. Chiara pushed her plate away an inch, unable to eat any more.
 

“Chiara, you’ll waste away to nothing…unless, are you feeling well? Should I be congratulating you?” Chiara’s mom asked.
 

Now she did feel sick. Another baby with Phil? That would be a huge mistake. But she glimpsed little Ava in Faith’s arms and the swell of longing she had buried scrabbled to the surface.
 

“No, I’m fine,” Chiara hissed. “Excuse me.” She picked up her plate and went into the kitchen. She washed a few dishes before Brad, Faith’s husband, came in with another man-- Chiara couldn’t remember his name.
 

“My mom in there will scold me something fierce if she saw you in here doing our work. Thanks, though, but why not go enjoy? I think she’s going to open her gifts soon,” Brad said.
 

Chiara shrugged with a smile and slowly walked into the living room, where she stood pressed against the doorway. Dinner was winding down and Mrs. Buffone’s youngest grandson brought her presents to her. Chiara watched the proceedings, trying to quell the hurt and yearning aching in every limb, but she didn’t succeed.
 

Everyone began to mingle again. Isabella and Rocco whispered together. Why was she so mad at Isabella? Her sister didn’t know what she and Rocco had shared, or what Chiara fooled herself into believing they did. He was the dog, coming onto her sister when he’d pursued her. Unless he was trying to punish her for being here. It was working. Isabella and Rocco went down the hall, toward the garage, Chiara deduced, since they carried empty wine bottles. She should confront him. Why should she suffer in silence?
 

She treaded down the hall as quietly as she could. Opening the garage door, her head burst in pain and heat. In the dim, cool space Isabella, her hands on a grinning Rocco, stood near her. Chiara let the door bump shut behind her and pounced on her sister. She grabbed her hair, difficult to do with Isabella’s bobbed, fine hair, and jerked her back.
 

“Hey!” Isabella half whined half choked out. Chiara shoved her and turned on Rocco.
 

“You,” she spit out as he frowned at her. She threw at punch at his face, but he blocked her. She recovered and jabbed her fist with all her might into his stomach. He oofed forward slightly. Light weight training really paid off.
 

“You’ve been cheating on Phil?” Isabella asked.
 

“It’s not like that,” Chiara said. Her breathing came in little puffs. Rocco straightened himself and dropped his arms to his sides, still frowning.
 

“What’s it like then?”
 

“Like?
Nothing.
A meaningless flirtation.” Rocco’s ample brows creased together at her words.
 

“Uh-huh. That’s why you went all crazy bitch on me?”
 

“You know me.”
 

“I thought I did. I’ll just take this wine in,” Isabella said, picking up some bottles from a shelf by the door and leaving.
 

Rocco nodded, never taking his eyes off Chiara. She spun away from him, but he grabbed her arm.
 

“You want me to lay you horizontal this time?” she said. She trembled with anger and intense attraction.
 

“Damn right, but no need to be so rough about it,” he said. He took a step toward her.
 

“You men, always whining and moaning about that.”
 

Their breath mingled between them, hot and sharp.
 

He pulled her into him. Their bodies fit together somehow, like the odd alchemy of a baseball in the right pitcher’s hand. Where one threw a slow ball, the other sped a ninety-five mile hour fastball straight over the heart of home plate. She smiled at him and he received her signal. He kissed her. Within moments, their hands circled through hair, over chests, around rears, down thighs. She giggled, a low, joyful sound and he half smiled at her.
 

She parted her lips and went in for more. His breathing quickened and he picked her up, still standing, until her legs pressed against the cool metal of the washing machine on the back wall.
 

A low sound stole out of her throat when he moved a hand under the light folds of fabric covering her breasts. She nipped his lip as he fingered her through her bra until her nipples became unbearably hard. She moaned and his other hand eased up her thigh and into her panties. She swelled and surged, already on the verge. When his fingers found her clit, he circled and rubbed. His other hand still worked on her breast and, in an agony of pleasure, he teased down her neck with his tongue, finally finding her sweet spot, that sensitive little hollow at the base of her throat. She held onto his hair and moaned again, one second on fire and the next mellowing in warmth and release. He chuckled and kissed his way back to her mouth, letting his hands linger.
 

“Who’s moaning, my dirty girl?” he said. Another spasm pulsed through her at his tone. And his words: she was his.
 

“My turn,” she said.
 

She undid his belt and button, shaky with excitement. Her hand slid under, not even waiting for the other hand to get his zipper down. His hairs tickled her fingers and his heat made her smile.
 

The door to the house opened, letting in a shaft of light and Shawn. Chiara froze and pressed herself into Rocco, unable to watch the shock and dismay unfold on the young man’s face. Rocco straightened and moved his hands before he took hers. She still trembled and she blinked in frustration. Turning slightly, he fastened his button and belt. Chiara let her hands lie on his chest as he faced his son.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eleven
 

 
 

Rocco swallowed. Of all people, Shawn.
Could have been worse, but not much. He wanted to close his eyes and only feel Chiara. He forced himself to look at his son’s face, a patchwork of hurt, disappointment, anger, and disgust.
 

“We’re about to have cake,” Shawn said, his voice an echo of his expression.
 

“You won’t--” He didn’t want Chiara hurt, which she would be if Shawn told anyone what he saw.
 

“Not a word,” Shawn said. And he was gone.
 

“Shit,” Rocco whispered. He should have apologized, tried to explain. But he couldn’t even explain this to himself. He turned his back on Chiara. She put her hand there, her warm, arousing hand. He exhaled.
 

“He won’t say anything.” Her voice sounded sure, calm.
 

“Maybe.” Or maybe he meant he didn’t want to hear another word from him. “Won’t stop him from thinking.”
 

“Do you want me to talk to him?”
 

“No. You don’t…he has every reason to think the worst about me. Years of trying to prove myself blown by one mistake.”
 

Chiara dropped her hand. “It’s my fault, I--”
 

“Why did you come here? I told you to bring…” He couldn’t say it. In their kisses, in touching her, he believed she was his, no one else’s. It was a lie. “Where are they?”
 

“Phil took the boys to swim at Suzy’s. Her nephew--”
 

He faced her and laughed, a quick, derisive chuckle. Chiara rubbed her arms, her brow creased. He was a fool. “Your parents were right. You are dirty. A filthy, vengeful--”
 

“Don’t or I’ll--”
 

Hit him? Rip his heart out? Already done. He went to the door. “Fuck you.” The knob was cold.
 

“You wish.” She stood, one hand on her hip, her expression almost fierce.
 

“You don’t get it,” he said. Did she even care? Had she used him like he’d done to so many women before?
 

“’Right you are, Don Sutton.’”
 

He grimaced. An obscure baseball announcer reference to top it all off. She was perfect for him.
 

Perfection was an illusion.
 

He opened the door, blinked in the light, and strode down the hall. The door clack-clicked shut with the finality of the reverberating crack of a fly ball off the bat, the last out of the last game of the season.
 

Making a quick stop in the bathroom, he washed his hands. Images of Chiara, willing and wet, pressed against him, her scent making his head throb, beat in his brain. His hand trembled, the hand that felt her strong contractions when she came for him. He splashed cold water on his face and went into the kitchen. He coughed, his throat gone dry.
 

“About time,” Ray said. “We’re going to do cake now. No sneaking off again.”
 

Rocco wanted a drink, but his brother squeezed his shoulder and walked him into the dining room. Chiara stood in the far corner, almost hidden behind several other guests. Her eyes, deep pools of hurt and confusion, sliced through him. He could take her upstairs so they could talk. Maybe she was going to tell him it was over with her husband. Maybe what he’d felt when he held her wasn’t a lie. He took a step toward her but she looked away.
 

He frowned and focused on his mom. She smiled, as did his Sabrina. Shawn glared at him before they sang “Happy Birthday.” Rocco couldn’t eat any cake. Neither did Chiara, though her mom chided her. As soon as he could, he grabbed some empty plates and cups and went back to the kitchen.
 

“Come on,” a low female voice urged. His son had been steadily bringing in plates for the last ten minutes. Rocco tried to let the hot water and suds cleanse his mind or at least help him zone out, but it didn’t work. He glanced over, already knowing Chiara was in the room. A tiny hint of her scent had made him stand taller.
 

Her sister leaned on the counter next to him, her hand gripped around Chiara’s wrist. “This one won’t tell me squat, so I’m asking you.” She studied him. He began washing again. “Well, Chiara, should I call my lawyer friend for you? I may be your sister and I may not like Phil, but I can’t stand by for this.”
 

“Nothing’s going on,” Chiara whispered. So she wasn’t done with the husband. He scrubbed the same plate over and over.
 

“Yeah, right. Well, big man, what’s up? Are you some kind of user? Why were you flirting with me if you’ve got something going with my sister? I wouldn’t have thought you as low as all that.”
 

“Will you stop,” Chiara said her voice low and harsh. She pulled herself free. “You’re making a big deal out of nothing.” Her eyes met his, again hurt, maybe angry. He stopped and dried his hands. “I’ll be outside.” She walked out and the back door squeaked open and shut.
 

“I’m waiting,” Isabella said.
 

“I don’t need to answer you. You’re not my sister. I have enough interfering women in my life, thanks.”
 

“No need to be an asshole, unless that’s just how you roll.”
 

Shawn walked in. Great. “He giving you trouble?”
 

“Just not answering my questions,” she said.
 

“I have a few of my own,” Shawn said.
 

“Why don’t you ask him what’s going on with my--”
 

“I already know,” Shawn said. How was that possible? Rocco didn’t even know.
 

“Care to enlighten me?” she said.
 

“I need to talk to him first,” Shawn said with a sideways nod at Rocco.
 

“I’ll be in the living room,” she said.
 

Shawn set a few more plates by the sink. Rocco leaned against the counter. A half empty wine bottle sat on the table in front of the window. Just a small glass would take the edge off. Shawn opened the fridge and Rocco took the chance. As he lifted the bottle to his lips, he stopped.
 

“What the fuck?” Shawn said. The bottle tapped onto the table and Rocco placed his hands on either side of it. “Have you stopped going to meetings? Have you been drinking?”
 

“No, I haven’t. But, yes, no meetings in a while. I’m fine, sober four years. I just--”
 

“Save it. That’s why we’re called ‘recovering’ not ‘recovered.’ It’s the rest of your life. What’s going on? Suddenly got a conscience? Or have you lost it again?”
 

Rocco blew out a breath and faced his son. “I don’t know. It’s not what you think.”
 

“How would you know?”
 

“Why don’t you tell me?” Shawn seemed to have all the answers.
 

 “I see you kissing Chiara, who seems like a nice woman, a married woman, you with your hands all over her. I think you’re back to your old ways.”
 

“This,” Ray said as he walked over, “is a really bad conversation to be having in the middle of the kitchen at mom’s birthday party.”
 

“I agree,” Rocco said. 
 

“Shawn, why don’t you get back out there? You’ll be leaving for school in a couple months, let me deal with this,” Ray said. Shawn nodded but not before he pointed to the wine bottle. Ray shook his head as Shawn strode out. “Outside, little brother.”
 

There was no dealing with Ray when he decided to pull rank. “I think Chiara’s out there.”
 

“So? Maybe she needs to hear this.”
 

He trudged out behind Ray. Chiara paced on the porch, her hand fluttering wildly as her other held her cell to her ear. When he saw her eyes, his stomach dropped.
 

“Is he okay? Phil, don’t hang up! Yes, I’ll be right there.” She stopped and saw them. He stepped toward her and smoothed her arm with his hand. She searched his eyes, hers sparkled with tears.
 

“What is it?” he said.
 

“My son Max…I need to go. Where’s Isabella?” Her voice shook as she tried to hold together.
 

“I’ll get her,” Ray said and he went in the house.
 

Chiara pressed herself into his chest. He held her, whispered in her hair. “It’ll be okay. I’ll go with you if you want.”
 

“I shouldn’t have been here,” she whispered.
 

The door burst open. “So, honey, what happened,” Isabella asked. He released Chiara, who stood, wobbly.
 

“Max, he almost drowned, they’re at the hospital. Valley.”
 

“Let’s go,” Isabella said. She led Chiara in. Concerned voices trailed out from the open door.
 

Rocco folded himself onto the stoop. He put his head in his hands. He should be in the car with her, holding her, comforting her. To take her pain away, he knew in that moment he would do anything for her, even if it killed him. Ray plopped next to him.
 

“I bet Faith will go too. She’ll call and let us know.”
 

Rocco nodded. “Go ahead, lay into me.” He sounded like shit. What a shocker.
 

“I would, but it looks like you’re beat up enough. What’s going on? Are you drinking again?”
 

“No. Nothing’s going on.”
 

“I heard Shawn. Mom really likes the Vitales, but surely you’ve had enough trouble with them to last a lifetime. I don’t get how this happened.”
 

“I don’t either.” He exhaled and looked out at the yard. Still the same as it had been a few weeks ago, but he wasn’t.
 

“You gonna get yourself to a meeting soon?”
 

“Yeah, okay.”
 

“What about Chiara?”
 

“I won’t see her, that’s all. We haven’t…I didn’t mean to see her again. She came here.” He gestured around with his hands, hands that had touched her soft skin, her delicate… “Shit,” he whispered.
 

“Daddy,” Sabrina said, her voice quavering like the door she opened. “Isn’t it terrible? Aunt Faith’s going to call the minute she knows something. She went too, she knows more people at the hospital than Isabella.”
 

“Good,” Ray said.
 

Sabrina sat next to Rocco. “You okay?” she said. “You’re remembering, huh?”
 

“Yeah,” he said. He still stared at the yard, but he didn’t see anything.
 

“It wasn’t your fault.”
 

He knew what Chiara felt. How she should have been with her son, not here. Maybe then she could have prevented the bad. “We still on for San Diego next month? Maddy coming too?” he said. He wouldn’t play on his daughter’s sympathy.He’d done that enough.
 

“Yeah, we’re excited. You sure you don’t want to invite someone? Maybe Isabella?”
 

He glanced at her. Her grin made him smile.
 

“Absolutely not. First, I warned you about that stuff. Second, what kind of crap father would take a woman along on a trip with his daughter? Third, she’s not my type.”
 

“Really? You seemed to be getting along fine today. And she could have her own room.”
 

His daughter had the Buffone persistence. “Again, no.”
 

“You’re going to be bored when Maddy and I go off and do our thing.”
 

“Within limits and how bored can I get in a couple days?”
 

“When are you going?” Ray asked.
 

“The weekend before my birthday,” Rocco said.
 

“You’ll be back before?” Ray said. “Can’t wait to give you some of what you gave me when I turned forty.”
 

“Go easy. I’ll have just spent the weekend with two teenage girls.”
 

“So what? I have three boys at home. And Carlo was still a toddler in diapers then.”
 

“He was almost three.” 
 

Ray raised an eyebrow and Rocco put up his hands. 
 

“See, Dad, if you would have listened to Grandma and me, you could have a baby and trump Uncle Ray.”
 

Rocco chuckled. “I’ll save besting him for other areas, thanks.”
 

“Aren’t you on clean up?” Sabrina asked him.
 

He nodded and they wended into the house.
 

An hour later, most of the guests had gone. Rocco, his kids, parents, Brad and Ava, and Ray and his family sat around the living room. Rocco hadn’t spoken except to answer a question. His leg bounced, almost of its own accord, and he couldn’t stop imagining Chiara and what horror she might be experiencing. A few times, he rose and peeked out the front window, wondering if he could bolt to his car and get over to the hospital. But he knew he couldn’t. His heart had already frozen once, just seeing her husband and boys. He couldn’t do it again, and it would be wrong to intrude. So much for playing dirty. The phone rang. His dad picked up.
 

“It’s Faith,” he said in an aside after saying hello. “Oh good. Okay. Brad,” he said as he handed the phone to Brad. Sabrina held Ava, feeding her a tiny bottle.
 

“He’s okay, they’re taking him home. Isabella’s going to drive Faith back here. Apparently they were horsing around in the pool, the three boys, and he went under. His dad jumped in and pulled him out and the woman whose house it was revived him.” They all sat in silence for a minute.
 

“I think I’ll go,” Rocco said. He didn’t need to be here when Isabella returned. “Happy Birthday, Mom.” He kissed her cheek and made his goodbyes to everyone else. His nephews glanced up from their video games while his son rose to walk him out.
 

“Okay, Shawn, let’s have it,” he said as he opened the truck door.
 

“Do you want to come to my meeting Thursday night?”
 

“There’s one near here on Wednesday. I’ll go.”
 

“Fine. Are you…I mean, why?”
 

Rocco shook his head.
 

“Have the last four years been a lie? Have you been doing all that stuff and hiding it?”
 

“No, I told you, I haven’t been drinking and I haven’t been screwing around with married women. Single ones, yes, but I’ve tried to be…upfront with them. Know what I mean?”
 

“Are you that hard up you needed to fool with Chiara? I don’t get it.”
 

“A man doesn’t need to be hard up to want her, huh? And don’t go thinking anything bad about her. She’s not like that. She’s…” he said. Shawn studied him with a curious gaze. He realized he sounded…like a man in love. Dammit.
 

“I don’t. We were talking about you. I’ll let you go before Isabella gets back and gives you a ration of shit.”
 

“Thanks.”
 

Shawn gave him a quick hug. “I’m okay, Dad. And you’re not responsible for how I’ve behaved, just for your own actions.”
 

Rocco nodded, knowing if he spoke he might break down. His son was a man, a good man. He waved and jumped in his truck. A tiny glow of pride lit his way home.
 

Any light feeling he had disappeared as he entered his empty, dark house and got ready for bed. He watched “Sports Center” then lay in his bed. If he could just have a few drinks, maybe his body would dull enough to not feel the acute need for Chiara. Maybe he could forget long enough to fall asleep. But he wasn’t desperate enough to drag himself from bed and make a run to the store--not yet.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twelve
 

 
 

“Can’t sleep?” Isabella said from her prone position on the couch in the living room. She’d offered to stay the night to ease Chiara’s mind.
 

“It’s a tight squeeze in the bed tonight.” The boys had both climbed in with her and Phil. Those three were sleeping soundly while Chiara had scrunched on the edge, her eyes focused on the inch of window letting in the lights from Rocco’s block.
 

Isabella scooted up and patted the spot in front of her feet. Chiara plopped down and pulled her knees to her chin. “So, are you going to tell me?”
 

“There’s nothing to tell.”
 

“Cut the crap. You haven’t pulled my hair like that since I came onto that guy you dated when you moved back home for a few months after college.”
 

“And Mom and Dad called me the dirty one. You were up to way more at sixteen than I was.”
 

“I’m the youngest.” Isabella wore a smug smile.
 

Chiara rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I may be attracted to him, but that’s all. It hasn’t gone far.”
 

“How far? Are we talking Jimmy Carter or Bill Clinton?”
 

“Somewhere in between, I guess.”
 

“Moved past lusting in the heart but no--”
 

“Right. It doesn’t matter. Phil and I have agreed to work on things.” Chiara rubbed her throat. Being separated from Phil hadn’t brought the clarity she’d hoped for—then again, they weren’t really apart. “We were going to start counseling again, but our old therapist doesn’t have any openings and we’re going on vacation week after next. I made an appointment for after we get back. I guess it’s just as well you know. Now you won’t ask me to any more parties at the Buffones’.”
 

“I wish you would’ve told me. Still doesn’t explain why he flirted with me today.”
 

“I know. I’m not sure why either.”
 

“I thought he seemed nice, like the rest of his family, but maybe he’s just a dog. You do seem to go for that type.” Isabella grinned.
 

“Shut up,” Chiara said. She shoved her into the cushions. Isabella laughed. “Thanks for being here.”
 

“And miss the gossip? I bet he’s a good kisser.”
 

Chiara smiled, her chin on her folded arms.
 

“You sure you want to stay with…” Isabella motioned to the bedroom.
 

Chiara leaned her cheek over to face her sister. “I need to try. For the boys.
And for me. I need to know I did everything I could.”
 

Isabella nodded and leaned over to give her a hug. “How about if I hang around tomorrow? Mom and Dad want to come over.”
 

“Thanks. ‘Night,” Chiara said as she rose and padded back into the bedroom. Max had stretched out in her spot, so there was no room. She went into the boys’ room and eased into Max’s bed. She grabbed his favorite bear and turned toward the window. The curtain draped open a little, revealing a view of the houses on the other side of the creek, the houses across from Rocco’s. She stared for a few minutes before she forced herself to flip over and shut her eyes. Still, a fleck of light remained, a small twinkle like that in his eyes when he gazed at her before he kissed her.
 

Chiara woke several times that night. She looked out the window or went and checked on the boys, who slept peacefully all night. She finally fell into a deep sleep, only to be woken before seven when Max pulled on her arm, wanting her to get up and make breakfast. For all Phil did with the boys, he didn’t cook.
 

He and Danny were still in bed when she shuffled into the bathroom. A pillow covered most of Isabella’s head where she stretched on the couch. Chiara brewed coffee and made pancakes and turkey bacon. Eggs would follow, since Danny and Phil preferred them. Sometimes she felt like a short order cook.
 

“Are you coming out of the kitchen?” Isabella asked a few hours later. Their mother’s voice chattered on in the living room.
 

“Do I have to?” Chiara said.
 

“You know she’ll corner you eventually.”
 

Chiara rolled her eyes. “I guess I should be grateful everyone else decided not to come over too.”
 

“I told Santo it would be too much for Max.”
 

“I knew there was a reason I keep you around.”
 

Isabella tugged her hair.
 

“Girls, do you need some help?” Their mom said as she walked in.
 

“No thanks, everything’s done,” Chiara said.
 

“Your father and Phil are taking the boys for a walk. Isabella said Max should be fine if he takes it slow. Are you seeing that Rocco soon, Isabella?” Their mom tucked her thick, wavy brown hair behind her ears and circled the counters, running her fingers along the surface.
 

“No.”
 

“Oh, why not?” She stopped and faced Isabella, arms crossed, a tiny frown marring her pixie-like features.
 

“He’s not my type.”
 

Chiara sauntered into the living room. She bit a hangnail on her thumb. Her mom and Isabella followed.
 

“Chiara, talk some sense into her, won’t you?”
 

“What sense would that be?”
 

“You two.” Her mom dropped to the sofa, sighing. “Phil’s a good father, though I admit it took me awhile to get used to him. But here Isabella has a nice Italian boy interested, from a good family, a decent job, and what does she say?”
 

Chiara had to smile. Rocco, a boy? Ha. Though he did act childish sometimes. But not when he’d held her, comforted her. Her body actually hurt when she had to leave him, when he wasn’t there to hold her anymore. She’d had to stand on her own.
 

“Chiara?” her mom said. “Not listening again. I suppose you’re plotting a book?”
 

“Sorry.”
 

“Now then, your father and I want the boys to spend the night this Friday. We won’t get to see Danny on his birthday, so we want to do something special. And you and Phil can have a date night.”
 

Chiara rubbed her cheek and avoided Isabella’s eyes. “I don’t know, Mom…Max just…”
 

“Max is fine, isn’t he Isabella?” Five feet and two inches of motherly intimidation stared them both down.
 

“Seems to be, though I wouldn’t send him to camp tomorrow. I’ll come by before dinner and check him out again.”
 

“See,” her mom said. “And we know you’re leaving Saturday afternoon. It’ll give you time to pack.”
 

“I guess.”
 

Her mom shook her head. “That’s all, hum?”
 

“Thank you, Phil and I appreciate it.”
 

Her mom smiled her tiny satisfied smile and smoothed her hands on the cushion. “Now if your sister would just…”
 

“Mom, really,” Isabella said. “I’ve told you, I don’t want to get married and have children.”
 

“You say that now--”
 

“I’ve been saying that since I was thirteen. I’m buying a house.”
 

Leave it to Isabella to pounce a surprise right at the opportune moment.
 

“Where? Why am I just hearing about this?” their mom said, leaning forward.
 

“Here in Fairvale. I’m waiting to hear about a place over on Stanley. I could walk to the office.”
 

“Both my girls here in town. If only Santo would move back.”
 

Chiara and Isabella exchanged a glance. Luckily, they knew that would never happen. It was even less likely than Tomaso and his wife moving from San Francisco.
 

“He’s only fifteen minutes away,” Chiara said. The standard response to her mom’s frequent lament.
 

“Well, we’ll all see each other when you get back. We’re having a family dinner at home Sunday the eighteenth. I expect you both there.”
 

“That’s the day we’re coming home. We’ll be tired--”
 

“You’ll have plenty of time to rest. No excuses. Your nieces barely know you anymore and Santo and Tomaso haven’t seen the boys since my birthday.” She leaned into the cushion and tapped her hand.
 

“Yes, Mom,” Chiara and Isabella sighed out together.
 

“There’s the boys,” Chiara said. “Lunch is served.” She opened the front door and led everyone into the dining room.
 

The house was dark. Chiara lay on the sofa, exhausted. Her parents had overstayed their welcome, making Phil and Danny irritable for the rest of the evening and causing Isabella to leave early. Max, who’d been through the worst, remained cheerful. He’d whispered as he held her neck when she kissed him goodnight that he was glad to be spending the day with her, just the two of them, tomorrow. He was her sweetie and he’d been used to spending time with her alone, at least an hour a day since he started kindergarten. In a few months, that would be no more, as both would attend school on the same schedule. She rubbed her stomach. No more baby boy, no more babies. She turned onto her side and shut her eyes; her breath blew into the couch cushion.
 

“Claire,” a voice woke her.
 

“Hum?” The cushions muffled her question.
 

“It’s seven, I’m leaving.”
 

“Oh.” She sat up with a start and wiped her mouth with her fingertips. “See you later, have a good day.”
 

“You too.”
 

Once Phil shut the front door, she eased up, stiff from her night bunched on the sofa. The boys rustled in their beds. She got ready for the day.
 

Max spent some of the morning snuggled on the sofa watching “Melody Time.” Chiara held him for awhile, as long as he would tolerate it before he played with his blocks or danced along to the musical shorts. Mid morning, she was about to turn on her computer when a knock on the door stopped her. She peeped out the window. Rocco stood on the stoop, sideways, his eyes focused on some point across the street. She quickly held the curtain down.
 

“Who is it, Mommy?” Max asked. Next he would go to the front window to see.
 

“A friend of the family.” She opened the door. She felt herself hunching to counteract the pit in her stomach so she straightened. No need to look slouchy. “Hi.”
 

“Is this a bad time?” he said. He held up a gift bag. “Just wanted to make sure everything is okay.”
 

Max sidled up behind her and peeked at Rocco. “Come in,” she said.
 

He brushed past her and set the bag on the couch. She rubbed her arms before shutting the door. Rocco squatted to Max’s level. “Hey,” Rocco said. “I’m Rocco, you must be Max.” He held out his hand, which Max shook. “You gave everybody a scare, but you look fine to me.” He winked at Max with a broad grin. Max laughed.
 

“I wasn’t scared,” Max said. Chiara rolled her eyes. Boys, they started young on the invincibility thing. “I was mad at Danny and Jack always ignoring me.”
 

“I know what you mean. My older brother did that too. I heard you like baseball?”
 

Max nodded. 
 

“I brought you this. I used to practice with one. And a book. Moms like books,” he said in a confidential tone. He gave Max a whiffle ball and bat and Casey at the Bat. Max smiled and bounced a bit. Chiara smiled for a moment before her brow creased.
 

“Thanks,” Max said. “You play baseball?”
 

“I did, still do with my nephews. The youngest is about your age.”
 

“I wish I had an uncle who played baseball.”
 

“Doesn’t your uncle Santo? He did in high school.”
 

“He did?” Max said, studying Rocco as if he didn’t quite believe him.
 

“We were on the same team. Then I played in the minor leagues before I started the job I have now.”
 

Rocco and Max sat on the couch. Chiara fidgeted. She didn’t know what to say or how to act. Here was a man she’d almost had sex with, sitting here sweet as can be with her son. She rubbed her forehead.
 

“Why did you stop playing baseball?”
 

“My dad asked me to come work in his construction company.”
 

“Like building houses and stuff?”
 

“Pretty much.”
 

“Wow. Can I see sometime?”
 

Rocco glanced at Chiara. “Sorry, but it’s against the rules, usually.”
 

“Aww. I never get to do anything fun. And Dad and Danny won’t play ball with me and they won’t build stuff either.”
 

“Max…” Chiara said in warning. His tone bordered on a whine.
 

“How about I read you this book?” Rocco said. He and Max settled back.
 

“I’m sorry,” Chiara said. “Did you want something to drink?”
 

“No thanks. I can’t stay long.”
 

Chiara walked into the kitchen anyway, unable to watch the cozy scene in front of her. She drank a glass of water while she listened to Rocco’s expressive, deep voice read to Max about the fateful day in Mudville. After she set the glass on the counter, she moved to the doorway. Look at him, so kind and handsome and…maybe she wouldn’t be alone if she and Phil divorced. Maybe she should stop being afraid and leave Phil. She leaned against the door. Yes, she’d been afraid, that was it. She still was.
 

“’But there is no joy in Mudville—mighty Casey has struck out.’” Rocco finished and looked up at her. She stood tall and clasped her hands.
 

“But then he makes his own team of his daughters and they win,” Max said.
 

“I hadn’t heard that,” Rocco said.
 

“Sure, it’s in the video I just watched. Wanna see?”
 

Rocco stared at her. She tingled and fought off the image of him pressed against her, his hands…she crossed her arms over her chest. He rose. “I better go,” he said. “Maybe, I mean, you take care.” He shook Max’s hand.
 

“Can I play outside?” Max asked.
 

Chiara nodded. Her throat tightened dangerously. She opened the door for Rocco and Max, who bounded out into the front yard. He ran around the side, opened the gate, and ran into the back yard. Chiara knew he would probably play there in the fenced yard for a bit.
 

“Nice boy,” Rocco said.
 

“So’s yours,” she said. “He…”
 

“Yeah.” He faced her but his eyes focused on her shoulder. “Obviously this all was a mistake.”
 

She shifted her feet. She wasn’t sure what he meant. “If I…” She wanted to ask what he would do if she left Phil, but the words choked in her throat. She coughed.
 

“Enjoy your life,” he said, still not looking her in the eyes. “The one you’ve got.”
 

“You too,” she said almost in a whisper. That told her what she needed to know. She had a lot of other questions, but none of them mattered much when he was blowing her off. She didn’t even allow herself to watch him walk away, but his truck’s powerful engine gunned sending a jolt through her. Tilting her head, she walked into the back yard, shutting the gate behind her.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirteen
 

 
 

“Dammit!” Rocco shouted as the pain seared through his finger. It had only been a few hours since he left Chiara’s house and he hadn’t been able to concentrate. Of course, his lack of sleep the last couple nights might have something to do with it.
 

“Hey, you all right?” Juan asked with a raised eyebrow. Rocco had never done anything so stupid and careless as to miss his mark with the hammer.
 

“Yeah, fine,” he said. He waved his hand and continued his work. His finger throbbed but he ignored it. At least it centered his pain somewhere other than his head or his chest, which had both tightened without relief since Saturday. Thankfully, he’d just seen the family so he wouldn’t have to see them again for awhile. He’d rather be alone right now.
 

He lay in bed again that night, staring at the ceiling. He’d been a little more restless the last six months or so, but nothing like this. Was Chiara in bed with her husband? Were they having sex? He sat up and clutched his head as a shock of pain jolted. He rose, went into his bathroom, and shook a couple Advil into his hand. He swallowed them down and walked into the living room. Flipping on the TV, he slumped into the couch and stared at the flashing images. Maybe this would work again, though he was getting too old to sleep on the couch, especially when he didn’t need to. His eyes flicked around the room, a mistake since all he saw was Chiara and how beautiful she was when they kissed, how eager she’d been to touch him. Shutting his eyes, he hoped for sleep, though even that didn’t guarantee Chiara-free hours.
 

Two evenings later, he started from his slumped position on the couch when the phone rang. He let the machine pick up, not even bothering to answer hearing it was Shawn. No doubt his son only wanted to know if he’d gone to the AA meeting, which he hadn’t. Rocco didn’t need to sit in a stuffy room listening to people’s sob stories and drama. He’d managed fine these last two years without it. And if he wanted a beer every once in a while, was that really a big deal? So he’d had two beers with his chicken burrito, it was worth it to get some sleep, to finally relax a little. He almost hadn’t realized how tense he’d been these last weeks until he got that tiny buzz. He had discipline--he could make that six pack of Coronas last through the weekend.
 

And by Friday night he did still have a couple beers in the fridge. So what if the reason for that was an acquaintance of his, a very pretty one in fact, invited him out for a drink. Usually he made some excuse about why he wasn’t drinking, but he figured a couple beers in the bar was better than drinking alone. Besides, obviously he was doing something right since she invited him back to her place.
 

As he drove to her apartment a few minutes from the bar, he tapped the steering wheel. Probably all this craziness with Chiara was because he hadn’t had sex in a month now. Yes, he should have thought of that before. Now he would be able to get over her.
 

Tina didn’t have any hesitation, either. She moved right in for a kiss as soon as the front door shut. He squeezed her ass, not bad, but not as rounded as Chiara’s. And her taste, like cigarettes and beer, not sweet and fruity and savory like Chiara. His brow creased as he tried to focus on Tina. Her tongue squelched into his mouth where Chiara’s had teased and darted. Fingering her perky breasts, he was only reminded how full and responsive Chiara’s were, where Tina’s stayed smooth under his touch. He grunted, almost disgusted with his thoughts, with his inability to maintain. She pushed back and he breathed deeply.
 

“You don’t really seem into it,” she said.
 

“I’m always into it.” He tried to use his smooth, deep voice but it sounded tired and unconvincing.
 

“I don’t think your homeboy agrees,” she said with a flick of his limp dick.
 

He grimaced. “Maybe…” No, he wouldn’t stoop that low again. He wouldn’t blame her for his own shortcomings. Maybe he had grown a conscience--it sure was a creepy, sneaky thing. “I better go.”
 

She shrugged. “I’ll walk you out.”
 

“Going back out?” he said.
 

She smiled. “A girl has needs. See you around.”
 

He waved and climbed into his truck. Now what? He couldn’t even keep it up? Except he could, too much even, with Chiara. Shit. He let loose a string of expletives as he drove up First Street. His forehead pounded. He turned onto High Street but passed his own street before turning into Chiara’s. He stopped and turned off his lights.
 

There, on the stoop, she sat, the house dark behind her. He actually heard his heart beat. He ran his hands over his hair as she stared into the truck. She knew it was him, even if she might not be able to see him. Her hair waved around her soft face, all her curves silhouetted in the low streetlights. She walked toward the truck. He could almost see her sleek thighs under the light skirt she wore, a tiny tee doing the same for her breasts. Barefoot, she opened the door and hopped into the passenger seat. Heat, sweetness, and seduction swirled around him. She took in a deep breath. Her exhale tickled the hairs on his arm.
 

“I thought…” she said.
 

Even her voice moved him, almost prim and proper but for that cadence of sultry naughty sliding through every word.
 

“Me too,” he said. He hadn’t thought they’d see each other again.
 

Their eyes held and caressed each feature of the other’s face. The tiny worry marks on her usually smooth forehead, her cute little nose, her deep sparkling eyes, full lips, rounded chin, each begging to be kissed. He should start with one of those cheeks, the right one that got a miniscule dimple when she smiled. But she wasn’t smiling. He rubbed the back of his neck.
 

“Your boys asleep?”
 

“They’re at my parents’.”
 

“Where’s he?” Why did he ask? Because he needed to know.
 

“In bed.”
 

“Were you?” His throat tightened, though he knew she wouldn’t say she’d just had sex with her husband. Shit, her husband.
 

“Not exactly.” She grasped his hand, traced his fingers. He leaned sideways into his seat. “I couldn’t…” She blew out a breath. She couldn’t have sex with anyone else either. They were meant to be.
 

He smiled and slid next to her. His mouth perused first her cheeks, forehead, smooth now, over the unseen bump on the bridge of her nose, jump to the chin, before settling into her lips, her sensual, life-altering lips. Yep, things worked just right.
 

Their knees touched and he pulled her closer. His hands stayed on her back, trembling, undecided what sweet spot to touch. She knew. With the speed of a throw to home to catch out a runner, she undid his pants and pulled him out. She moaned. Their tongues shifted into overdrive. She teased his balls before she began. His cock swelled in her hot hand. His fingers gripped her shirt. He wanted to feel her too, but her rhythmic, powerful movements made him lightheaded. A gurgle sounded in her throat and she squirmed. A pause in kissing to catch their breaths let him study her fiery cheeks.
 

“My dirty girl,” he whispered. His voice went deep and hoarse before he moaned. Their breathing quickened as did her touch. She went for his neck with her mouth, ravenous. “Chiara,” he exhaled as she finished him.
 

He sank into the seat back and she rested on him. Licking his lips, she shuddered against him. After a few minutes just breathing together, he groped in the back for a towel. She took it from him and caressed him clean. He shut his eyes and smiled as she redid his pants for him. They kissed again.
 

“You need to make me work harder for you,” he said. He was pretty sure she’d come too.
 

She smiled, the dimple accentuating her mischievous tone. “I’m multi-talented. What did you have in mind?”
 

“Come home with me and I’ll show you.”
 

Her smile faded and she glanced back at the house. “I can’t,” she whispered.
 

He kissed her, deep and long. She trembled when he whispered in her ear. “You can. You want to.” Giving her earlobe a quick suck, he continued. “I’m going to do a lot of that, especially on all your sweet lips, before I have you screaming my name. All night long.”
 

She laughed, a sexy challenge. “What about the morning?”
 

“Morning, noon, and night.”
 

“How do you know I’m a screamer?”
 

“You will be when I get to you,” he said, fondling her.
 

Her little sigh of pleasure warmed his neck. She nodded and leaned into her seat. He started the truck.
 

“Wait,” she said.
 

He glanced at her and saw. They both stared at the house. The lights were on. She ducked down but he kept his eyes on the windows. The curtain twitched. Shit.
 

“Is he opening the door?” she asked, her voice strangled in panic.
 

“No. Go in and tell him. I’ll come with you if you want.”
 

“No, I’ll go.” She smoothed her skirt and pulled at the hem of her tee.
 

“Do you want me to wait?”
 

She sat up, glanced at the house, and shook her head. “I can walk over to your house in a bit, okay?”
 

“You sure?”
 

“Mm-hum. Give me about half an hour.” Twisting her hair, she stepped down from the truck, carefully shutting the door. She smiled weakly at him and walked to the front door. She looked back and he nodded to her before she walked in. He drove home.
 

These empty rooms wouldn’t be empty anymore. He walked around turning on the lights, peering into each room with fresh eyes. He’d have to hurry that remodel of the second bathroom, maybe he could hire one of the guys to help. The bedroom near the living room would be good for her boys. They could buy bunk beds and a dresser, maybe take them shopping for some new toys and books. About twenty years and as much tension rolled off him as he surveyed the space.
 

Chiara would be here soon. He tidied his room, folding down the sheets and putting away his clean clothes which were stacked on the edge of the bed. She would be here all night, tomorrow, every day. He grinned as he ambled into the kitchen. She would cook in this kitchen, they would be in it together, maybe watch TV in the living room before going to bed every night.
 

Sure, not everyone would like them living together but he would make it okay. As soon as her divorce was final, what did that take, about six months? Then he’d surprise her with a nice ring…he chuckled. If his mom and Sabrina could hear his thoughts they’d either squeal or faint. He sounded like a woman almost, planning and projecting. Especially when there was enough to occupy his mind about tonight. But his brain jumped again, to the trip to San Diego. Maybe she could go with him and Sabrina. Chiara could show them around, where she went to college and all. Walks on the beach--damn he’d love to see her in a swimsuit, some bright little thing, but not too little because she knew how to tease his senses. Taking a deep breath, he glanced around the living room. Everything was tidy and as ready as it could be. Only about ten more minutes.
 

He should walk over and meet her. She might have a couple bags and need help carrying them. Grabbing his keys and cell, he went out the door. He actually felt a spring in his step. Whistling, he strode toward her house.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Fourteen
 

 
 

“Where were you?” Phil said. He sat on the couch when she walked in.
 

“Outside. I told you I needed some air.” She stood near him. “I need to leave, I can’t do this anymore.”
 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…maybe we should see a sex therapist.” He half mumbled, half begged.
 

Chiara’s face burned. What it must be doing to Phil to say those words, what he must be going through. It wasn’t his fault his advances disgusted her. “I don’t think that will help. I--”
 

“Please just go on this trip. You promised we’d try. We haven’t been to see Dr. Michaels yet. And my parents…they’re counting on seeing us all and taking the boys to Disneyland. The boys too, right before Danny’s birthday, we can’t do that to them. Please, I know things aren’t what they should be, but we still love each other, right?”
 

“I can’t.” Poor Phil. He looked at her like Danny had when his puppy got hit by a car. Her stomach fell. She wasn’t even trying. And why?
For sex? Rocco offered a night, well, maybe a weekend, of sex. It would be amazing, no doubt, but at what cost? Everyone would find out and then…
 

“Please, unless you have some other reason?” A hint of suspicion gleamed in his eye. “You wouldn’t try to take the boys from me, would you? You know my parents would help me, I won’t let you take them.” He wouldn’t look at her but his voice was steady and sure.
 

“We weren’t talking about that.” She rubbed her arms. Icy water flowed through her. If she left him now, he’d have every reason to fight her in court and he might win. She couldn’t lose her boys. Rocco probably just wanted some hot sex and then he’d move on and she would have nothing. She sighed. “I’ll go, but then we’ll need to talk again. We can work something out.” Maybe she could explain to Rocco, if he could wait a little longer, maybe it would be okay if she filed the divorce papers, maybe that wouldn’t look so bad.
 

Phil kissed her cheek. “I knew I could count on you. I’m sorry I doubted your priorities. I know you love the boys as much as I do.”
 

“Goodnight,” she said as he moved toward the bedroom.
 

Finding her cell, she walked into the laundry room and called Rocco. He sounded so chipper, huh, and the noise of cars and trees rustling greeted her. Was he walking? Gravel crunched under footsteps. “Are you outside?” she asked once they’d said hello.
 

“I thought I’d meet you. Where are you?”
 

“Home. I can’t come.”
 

“What? Why?” The sounds of his movements stopped.
 

“Phil and I promised the boys we’d take them on vacation. We’re leaving tomorrow for two weeks. I’m sorry--”
 

“Two weeks?”
 

“Maybe when we get back…”
 

“Right, we’ll have a good fuck then.” His words dripped bitter, like that horrible Asian hot sauce Phil liked.
 

“I didn’t mean--”
 

“You never mean to.” His breathing rasped. “Hey, you played a good game.”
 

“What?” Is that what this was to him?
 

“You know, it’s all been in fun. I bet a few guys at work I could get you into bed.” Her body clenched. His voice reverberated, harsh yet sportive. “Usually they wouldn’t give me a whole month, but since you’re married--”
 

“Fuck you,” she said. She shook, barely able to choke out the words.
 

“You wish.” Nice, he used her own words to cut her down. She hung up and took a deep breath.
 

He had to be lying. Except it wouldn’t be the first time a guy had pulled that crap on her. But then she’d had Jenny, who’d pantsed the guy in front of his friends. Chiara leaned against the wall and tilted her head up.
 

“What should I do, Jen?” she whispered.
 

“Fuhget about it,” Jen’s guido impression answered in her mind, full of laughter. Forget it, she’d say, he’s not worth your time. And then Jen’d take her out for a chocolate shake at The Ice Creamery or when they were older, a strawberry margarita at Fiesta Del Mar, where they scoped out the guys, giggling and flirting.
 

Chiara slid down the wall into her earthquake huddle. She’d been in denial. There had been an earthquake, a 5.5, and she was trapped alone in the rubble. Blocks of shame, guilt, anger, betrayal, and longing buried her, the carefully constructed walls destroyed. A low sob tried to escape. She covered her mouth with her hand. Rocco had seen her cry, knew her secrets, made her ecstatic, literally.
 

She had almost given herself to him as she had with no one else, definitely no other man. Yet some things she still held, some truths stayed untold, even to herself. She acknowledged them now before entombing the feelings and truths in a fresh construction made from the destruction. She stood and wiped her hands on her skirt, as if she’d used her bare hands to build those dusty walls. It used to be she had to stuff her feelings down with food, but now she was stronger, years of careful living crafted her fortitude. But the precise building she’d thought would free her hemmed her in, leaving her alone. So alone.
 

And yet she wasn’t alone. When she eased into bed later, hoping Phil was asleep, he scooted next to her, snuggling against her back. Unbelievable. She’d said she wanted to leave him and he thought she wanted to snuggle?
 

“Phil,” she said in warning. She edged away from him.
 

“Maybe if we…can’t you try? I think our lack of intimacy is part of the problem, don’t you think?”
 

She hated it when he was so reasonable, especially about sex. Sex should be crazy, messy, spontaneous. “I don’t want to.”
 

He lay on his back. “Is there someone else?”
 

“No,” she said, too emphatically. She’d always prided herself on being honest, at least when asked a direct question.
 

“I don’t understand. We got along so well in the beginning. I thought all the problems would solve themselves once you were done with the pregnancies and babies. But now…I know I haven’t changed.”
 

“Maybe I have.” 
 

Phil sighed. “Do you feel anything for me?”
 

“You’re the father of my children. I’m tired. Can we talk in the morning?”
 

“Okay,” he said, almost in a whine like Danny’s.
 

Chiara let out an exasperated breath and closed her eyes.
 

The aroma of coffee caused her to open her eyes the next morning. Maybe Phil had actually made breakfast. She scuffed into the kitchen.
 

“I made some coffee if you’d like some,” he said. “What’s for breakfast?”
 

Sometimes she wanted to smack him. And his coffee was weak. Rocco probably knew how to make good, strong coffee and he’d make her breakfast in bed. In her dreams.
 

“I’m having toast,” she said.
 

“Shouldn’t we have eggs or something? It’s going to be a long day.”
 

“But we’re having lunch at my parents’ before we leave.”
 

“Fine,” he said in a clipped tone.
 

She knew he disliked her parents, her whole family, really. The feeling was mutual; she didn’t like his family much either.
 

The boys were cranky by the time they arrived at Phil’s parents’ house that evening. But of course, they insisted on taking everyone out to dinner and then gave Chiara disappointed raised eyebrow looks the whole time, as if the boys’ behavior was her fault. A delicate blush of embarrassment spread over Phil’s mother’s cheeks when an acquaintance of hers stopped by the table and wasn’t greeted properly by the boys.
 

“Bennington, Kitty, what a pleasure,” the perfectly coiffed and perfumed woman said with a quick snide glance at Chiara. She still couldn’t believe her in-laws names, though at first she’d been charmed, thinking them some fifties throwback, like the rich in-laws from “Father of the Bride” with Spencer Tracy and Liz Taylor. In a way they were, all old money and politeness. The first rude awakening had come at the wedding, soon followed by the tussle over Danny’s name. Phil and his parents wanted him named Bennington.
 

“Claire,” Phil said some time later. “Mom asked if you wanted dessert.”
 

“I’m sorry. No thank you,” she said.
 

“She’s so absent-minded,” Phil said in an aside to his parents.
 

Chiara tugged both ends of her napkin. Two solid weeks of the attack of the Kirkwoods. She didn’t know how she would make it.
 

At least that night she managed to go to bed with the boys. Max felt scared being in a new place and despite their disapproving looks, Chiara snuggled with him in the twin bed in the guest room Kitty had decorated just for the boys. As Max’s breathing steadied in sleep, Chiara stared at the mural of the ocean on the ceiling. Danny loved it but Max didn’t care for it much. He tended to get ignored a bit here; he was too much like her family except he already knew when to keep his feelings to himself. It had taken Chiara many years to learn that lesson.
 

Uncomfortable as that bed was with two people in it, Chiara preferred it to sleeping with Phil. It wasn’t any worse than Max’s bed at home, where she often slept. In fact, the mattress was cushier. Only the most expensive furniture could be found in Kitty’s home. Also, she let Chiara sleep in. Finally someone else made breakfast. It was nine by the time Chiara walked into the large, bright kitchen. She’d already showered and dressed. One did not appear in pajamas at the Kirkwoods’.
 

“Good morning,” Kitty said. She placed a cup of coffee in front of Chiara, who thanked her. “The boys have all walked down to the beach.” She smiled briefly at Chiara. That wasn’t good. She must have something unpleasant on her mind. “I hope you don’t mind I made reservations for you and Phil at Le Fountainebleau next Friday. I know you two don’t get out enough together and it’s such a romantic dining experience.”
 

Chiara’s stomach rolled and not from hunger. “Thank you,” she said trying to unclench her teeth.
 

“We want you and Phil to be happy.”
 

So she knew they weren’t. Chiara plastered a smile on.
 

“We’d do anything for our Philip,” Kitty said as she arranged sliced melon, strawberries, and kiwi on a white oval platter. “Just like he’d do anything for his sons. He’s such a devoted father.”
 

Chiara met her eyes briefly. Phil had obviously been talking to his parents, too much. Kitty’s eyes were at once watery with pity and glimmering with determination. What she was determined to do Chiara wasn’t sure. She was sure she wouldn’t want to get on Kitty’s bad side. For all her seeming politeness, polished exterior, and fluttery dependence on her husband, Chiara knew Kitty concealed a shrewd, organized, and ruthless woman underneath. And both Phil’s sister, Kim, and her husband were lawyers, lawyers with a vast network of connections all over California. Chiara smoothed her hand on the granite counter and shivered. But she kept smiling.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Fifteen
 

 
 

Rocco shifted on the couch. He muted the Giants game on TV when the phone rang. For a second, a tiny bubble of hope popped up, thinking it might be Chiara, but she didn’t have his home number. And she was with her husband. He shut his eyes and leaned his head back. Body odor and beer burned in his nostrils.
 

“Dad, are you there?” Sabrina’s voice called into the answering machine. “I’m wondering about tomorrow, you know, we always spend the Fourth with you. But you haven’t said anything. Shawn and I thought we could go to a ball game or maybe Uncle Ray’s, but if we don’t hear from you, Mom would like us to go to John’s for a barbeque. Let me know, okay? Love you, bye.” A click then silence. He blew out a breath.
 

Pain seared in his shoulder when he sat up. He shouldn’t have body slammed into that fence walking home last night. He stood and scuffed down the hall. The second bathroom, veiled in dust, looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. Oh, right, he had. For his shoulder’s sake, he shouldn’t have done that either. Plus, he’d damaged usable parts, like the vanity, now cracked, and some of the tile, smashed into jagged pieces. It could be repaired, unlike him.
 

Doing an about face, he went into the kitchen and took another beer from the fridge. He’d gone out this morning to Safeway, instead of Franco’s Market where he usually shopped, and bought a twelve pack and some frozen dinners. He wasn’t planning on leaving the house until Monday.
 

Steam rose from the bathtub as he filled it with water. He set the beer on the tile floor of his bathroom and stripped off his shorts and tee shirt, wincing in pain when he lifted his right shoulder. Soon he submerged himself in the too hot water. He leaned his head back and shut his eyes again. Water enveloped his shoulders, dulling the sharp pain into a manageable ache. If only he could do the same for his heart.
 

Chiara should be in this bath with him. Her hair, wet and softly scented, would be matted against his chest. His hands would encircle her waist, soon moving up or down to find all her secret spots. Pressed against him, her nakedness would arouse him until she whispered in his ear. And she would slide herself back and…dammit. He reached for his beer and took a long swig. He had never needed or wanted a woman this bad. No reason to start now. He knew what he had to do.
 

The weekend was a blur of beer, TV, bad food, and pain. At least he slept, on and off, but never well. Always waking alone.
 

The alarm buzzed at him on Monday morning. He dragged himself from bed and took a long, hot shower. Presentable, yes, at least in appearance, and no beer during the workweek--it was gone anyway. He could get more on Friday.
 

Somehow he’d managed to put off seeing his family for another week. They wouldn’t understand.
 

He drank himself to sleep on Friday night. Drinking wasn’t enough. He sobered up a bit for Saturday night so he could get laid.
 

He groaned out of bed on Sunday morning, the bright mid-morning light poking through the drawn curtains. He tried to work his mouth around on the way to the kitchen but only a glass of water began to chase the bitter fuzziness away. Measuring some coffee and turning on the pot, he searched his mind for details of last night. He’d made out with some woman, not Chiara. A familiar sickening in his gut began, worse even than the one he used to get when he cheated on his wife.
 

He blew out a breath and shook his head. The whole “it will only work with Chiara” thing had to be bullshit. So he couldn’t go through with it last night. A little more time and effort and Chiara’d be just a foggy memory, like all the others.
 

Apparently almost forty and hung over was a lot different than thirty or even thirty-five and recovering from a night of partying. It took four days walking around, working, making himself meals, and grocery shopping in a daze before he felt normal again. Not that he knew what normal was and he sure as hell wasn’t there when it came to Chiara.
 

He went to the Safeway again, worried someone his parents knew would see him at Franco’s, where his parents had shopped for as long as he could remember. Standing in front of the liquor, the pull of it made him reach out his hand. If he had some vodka or a nice scotch, it would ease the hangover and numb the tight pain of missing Chiara. But he was leaving for San Diego in a couple days and he knew once he went with the hard stuff it would be even more difficult to stop. He could control the beer. And if he could do that, he could conquer his urge, the pull for her too. He could do this. He went home with only a frozen pizza and some fruit in his bag.
 

“Are you sure this is it?” Rocco asked Sabrina and Maddy as he slung their five bags into the bed of his truck on Thursday morning. He had one--they were only going for three days. They laughed and nodded. “You really okay to drive?” he said to Sabrina.
 

“Yes, Dad. You look too tired to drive, anyway. Haven’t you been sleeping?” she asked as she hopped into the driver’s seat. Maddy climbed into the passenger side while Rocco swung himself into the back, which he’d cleared out for the trip.
 

“Getting used to the new house,” he said. That and pacing around it thinking of and imagining Chiara. A couple times he even walked down to her dark, empty house, peering at it as if it held the secret to why she wouldn’t leave her husband. He’d done the same that night almost two weeks ago when she’d called him as he’d walked to meet her. But then the house wasn’t empty and dark. A light shone from the far end of the house, near the kitchen. Maybe the laundry room, he’d thought. Maybe she had been in that room when she’d called and broken him.
 

Once someone had taken a bat to him and that was how he felt after her call, freshly beaten. Now the bruises settled, multicolored and tender. He shut his eyes. The girls chatted and turned on the radio as the tires tread down the new pavement of his ex’s street. A song started and he clenched his hands, his throat tightened. It was the song Chiara sang that evening at his house.
 

“What song is this?” he asked. He tried to keep his voice even, but it sounded like a croak.
 

“It’s Alicia Keys’ ‘Unthinkable.’ I love her,” Sabrina said. “Why, have I finally changed your taste?”
 

“No, but she has a nice voice. I’m going to try to get some shut eye, okay? Let me know when you want me to drive,” he said as Sabrina sped onto 580 East.
 

“Sure Dad, rest up.”
 

He closed his eyes again and let the song and Chiara’s image, the memory of her blazing touch, transport him. Half asleep, he could dream his own truth, the beauty of her, of them together.
 

That night, he lay on the bed in his hotel room, unable to sleep. The window let in the bay breeze and the sound of lapping water which would usually have put him right to sleep. But all he could hear were couples laughing together or the distant shouts of young people out late at the various party spots around Mission Bay. He should be out there with Chiara, or better yet in here, holding her, soft and warm, in his arms.
 

He stood and gazed out the window. Why did she feel so close? He’d felt a lot of things for women, but never this particular combination of closeness, concern, and craving. He better get some sleep, though, since Sabrina and Maddy were full of enthusiasm and wanted him to go to breakfast and the beach with them before they took off on their own in the afternoon and evening. He stretched and fell back into the bed.
 

Fortunately, Sabrina and Maddy weren’t early risers. He usually was, but after nights of drifting in and out of a fitful sleep, he liked being able to get up later. The sun shone warm through the window and reflected off the bay, a vast glittering expanse beyond the light sandy beach. Palms rustled and he rubbed his arms, colder than the slight breeze should make him. He tested his shoulder, mostly better now. A hot shower would help.
 

Half an hour later, he walked to the girls’ room next door. They were ready for the day, swimsuits under skirts and tees, beachy flip-flops on. Walking across the street, they stopped at Roberto’s for breakfast burritos before they checked out the ocean beach and the old wooden roller coaster nearby. A few surfers dotted the cresting waves and already the beach began to fill with lounging people on colorful towels. They strolled the pathways and hung out on the beach for awhile. Rocco sat on the grainy warming sand watching the girls giggle while they played chicken with the waves. It was kind of nice, different noises than home. Waves splashed against the shore, shouts and laughter, the clack of the coaster, the swish of sand, the crunch of it underfoot on concrete. Attune to the various Fairvale noises, it seemed quiet there, too silent lately. Here his thoughts were virtually pushed away by the distractions.
 

“Dad,” Sabrina said as she and Maddy ran up. “I’ve been calling you, what’s up?”
 

“Sorry,” he said. He stood and brushed off his trunks.
 

“Let’s go over to the other beach, okay?”
 

“Sure,” he said. He followed the girls, each with a tote bag slung on their shoulder, back across the street.
 

As his feet sunk slightly in the sand, he scoped the area. Not as crowded, more families over here, away from the more dangerous ocean waters. He was a little surprised the girls wanted to come over to this beach, but then he recalled Maddy was afraid of the ocean, so that would explain it. A pop of bright blue caught his eye.
 

“Here, okay?” Sabrina said. He nodded and stood, peeling off his tee shirt, while they laid out towels.
 

He glanced at the woman who had caught his eye with her turquoise swimsuit. She lay on her stomach, head cradled sideways on her arms. A glowing tan shone on her olive skin, her dark hair glinted in the light. A little ruffle on the bottom of her suit rippled, drawing his eye to her rear.
 

He eased onto his towel while Sabrina and Maddy settled themselves. The woman shifted slightly. Her ass was as fine as Chiara’s, maybe nicer, though he’d never seen hers in a figure hugging swimsuit. And the open back of it, he could see right down to the very tip, that curved spot before the cheeks.
 

He stared now. Prickles needled his neck and arms. Christ, that was Chiara. Swear to God, it was her, lying there like an Italian starlet a few feet away. She flipped over and leant up on her elbows, watching the water. Her breasts peeked out either side of the Marilyn Monroe neckline, like the front of the dress she’d worn to his mom’s party. The dress he’d moved his hands under, feeling her, making her…uh-oh. He quickly turned onto his stomach and looked away. And he’d done so well, not checking out women in front of Maddy and Sabrina and here he was getting a hard-on in front of them, for a married woman, no less.
 

The beach had silenced. A breeze whispered in his ear, the bay water shushed. A few children laughed in the distance.
 

“Claire, Claire,” a sharp, irritated voice demanded. Rocco looked over. The husband. His stomach knotted. Sabrina sat up. The husband continued. “Claire!” Chiara looked up as her husband loomed over her, or as much as a man of his height could. Rocco smirked. “You see how she is, Mom? I worry about her neglecting the boys. She’s always off in her own silly world,” he said to an older, petite, blonde woman who stood near him.
 

Chiara rose, looking even finer than in a prone position. Rocco studied the scene as he supported himself on his elbows. Tension blasted from all sides. “I was watching the boys with your father just now and I told you, my name isn’t Claire.” She crossed her arms over her chest. This only caused her breasts to wink at him. He sat up.
 

“I married Claire,” the husband said. “The mother of my boys is Claire. This Chiara is a stranger. A stranger who yells and wears inappropriate clothes. Look at your suit,” he hissed. Rocco looked and smiled. “I won’t let--”
 

“Now Phil,” the woman Rocco assumed was Phil’s mother said. She put a tiny white hand on the man’s arm. “You and Claire can talk over dinner. I’m going to go swim. Come along.”
 

Rocco choked back a laugh at how she spoke to him, like he was a little lap dog. He kind of looked like one, an oversized pug, with his big belly and frowning face. Rocco grinned.
 

“Chiara,” Sabrina called as she stood with a hop. The older woman walked down the beach but Chiara’s husband stopped following and glanced back. Only a few feet away, he’d be able to hear every word. Maybe Rocco would have some fun with this situation. The guy deserved it. And Rocco needed a good time.
 

Sabrina hugged Chiara and they asked after each other. Rocco walked up behind his daughter. “I love your swimsuit,” Sabrina said. “Isn’t it pretty, Dad?” He loved his daughter.
 

“She looks beautiful, as always,” he said in a loud voice. Chiara’s cheeks glowed pink. If only he could see her eyes, but they both wore sunglasses.
 

“You two are a welcome sight,” Chiara said. He didn’t need to see her expression after all. Her relieved yet low tone told him what he needed to know.
 

“Those are your in-laws?” Sabrina asked motioning to the couple in the water with Chiara’s boys. He and Sabrina ignored her husband who still stood, glaring at them. Rocco grinned.
 

“Yes, they live over there.” Chiara pointed toward the houses lining the beach. “They’re taking the boys to Disneyland in a bit.”
 

“Oh, are you free? It would be great if you could go out with us. Dad was going to stay here, but if you joined us, we’d love it. I have a lot I want to do but we’re leaving tomorrow.”
 

“I don’t know, I mean…”
 

Her husband rushed up. Chiara made introductions. “Claire, don’t forget Mom made us dinner reservations.”
 

“I remember but that’s at six. Didn’t you want to visit with Kim?”
 

“She’d like to see you too.”
 

“We just had dinner with them last night.”
 

“You’re right. You know, I do have some private matters I need to discuss with her. You go ahead with your friends, then,” Phil said. 
 

Rocco wanted to belt him the way he said friends like it was something germy and wrong. Maybe Chiara had told him something. Maybe she had been going to ask Rocco to wait until they got back. He and his ex had gone on a last vacation as a family even though they knew it was over. They just hadn’t told the kids. But then why hadn’t Chiara called and told him that? A worried frown passed over Chiara’s features before she smiled, a little too brightly.
 

“I will,” Chiara said. Phil walked toward the water, without even a “nice to meet you.” 
 

“Great,” Sabrina said. “Let us take you to lunch first?”
 

“You don’t need to…”
 

“It’ll be our pleasure,” Rocco said. The warmth of the sun and the heat radiating from Chiara melted away the last bit of his pain. 
 

She circled a hot pink manicured toe in the sand. “What time?” she asked, almost shyly. He stood taller. She knew how to get him spinning.
 

“About an hour?” Sabrina asked, looking back and forth at them. Rocco nodded. “We’re right down the beach at the Bahia in room 108, Dad’s in 109. He’ll probably be ready faster.” Sabrina smiled and waved before she joined Maddy again. “See you,” she called. She and Maddy spoke quietly, no doubt Sabrina filling her in, including what an asshole Chiara’s husband was.
 

He gave Chiara a quick up and down appraisal. “Hot colors suit you,” he said.
 

“Thanks, you too,” she said. She pulled the tie of his red swim trunks with a snap. Uh, she was a tease. She knew he wouldn’t try anything in front of his daughter.
 

“Wait ‘til I get you alone,” he whispered as he leaned close. Bain de Soleil and her own perfume made him linger longer than he should.
 

“Is that a promise?” Her sweet warm breath caressed him.
 

“Hell yes,” he said almost in a groan. He better get in the water, now.
 

“Looking a little dirty,” she said. She smiled as he stepped back. “Better run and have a swim. But come out nice and slow.” She lingered over the words before licking her lips with a quick flick of her tongue.
 

He shuddered and grinned. He jogged down and into the cold water. Just as well. He was about to embarrass himself. He’d come out as slowly as she wanted, anytime, hopefully lots of times. Pushing off, he threw himself into deeper water, slicing the rippling surface with his arms. The twinge of pain in his shoulder didn’t stop him when other parts of him throbbed harder which could only be stopped at the moment by his steady movements and the chill waters.
 

When he strode out of the bay about twenty minutes later, Chiara stood down the beach. She stared out at the water but at his movement she angled toward him. Running his hands over his hair, he glanced at her. Even in her sunglasses, he knew she watched him. He didn’t acknowledge her, though, because her husband walked up behind her. That idiot had no idea the woman he had. Soon he wouldn’t have her anymore. Rocco planned to give himself the best birthday present ever. All he had to do was get Chiara away from her husband. He’d done it before, he could again. The real problem was keeping her from going back. Once they stopped teasing and enjoyed each other fully, she’d never leave him again.
 

“Ready?” Sabrina asked as they packed up to go change.
 

He nodded. “For everything.”
 

Following Sabrina and Maddy, he heated from his toes up. He would have to wait until Sunday or Monday, but then he and Chiara would be together. This afternoon would be a building block, another brick in their foundation.
 

Soon he would have everything he never knew he wanted, until Chiara.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Sixteen
 

 
 

Phil ruined everything. She’d been standing, amazed at the sight of Rocco emerging glistening from the bay, when Phil walked behind her, like an eager but irritated puppy. She wanted to put him on a leash and lead him back to his original home. Instead she ignored him for a few moments, marveling that her daydream of Rocco came true, right down to the dripping red swim trunks. He was every bit as built and masculine as she’d first imagined. And he had more.
 

“Claire,” Phil said, tightening his grip on her arm. “Can’t you even listen to me anymore?”
 

“Sorry,” she breathed out. Rocco walked toward the expanse of the Bahia Resort, away from her.
 

“We need to get the boys ready.”
 

She followed Phil back up to the house, where the boys ran in the back with Kitty and her husband close behind. Bennington and Phil went to get the boys cleaned up.
 

Kitty faced Chiara. “I hope you’ll use this evening well, dear,” she said, almost spitting out the last word. “Phil has been very patient with you finding yourself, shall we say,” she said, though clearly she’d rather not, “I believe you best decide what you will do.”
 

“I agree,” Chiara said. She met Kitty’s eyes with a glare.
 

“I do hope we understand each other,” Kitty said.
 

“I think I understand perfectly,” Chiara replied. The last two weeks convinced her she needed to leave Phil, but she better be careful how she did so or she would lose everything. Kitty would make sure of that.
 

“Good,” Kitty said. The charming smile returned. “We’ll call this evening to check in.  Max is so…emotional.”
 

On their visit last summer, Max had cried half the night for Chiara when she and Phil had gone on a couples retreat. Chiara had insisted they return early. “We’ll pick them up tomorrow.” She and Phil planned to meet them for lunch near Disneyland and then head home.
 

Once her in-laws and the boys set off, Phil went to change. Chiara waited, though it would make her late. She wasn’t about to change in front of Phil. He kissed her on the cheek and reminded her to be back by five. His tone held a warning that made her stomach clench. He walked out to meet his sister for lunch.
 

Chiara ran into the bathroom, took a quick shower, then stood, wondering what to wear. She almost wanted to wear her new pink dress, but she was saving that for dinner, just to see Phil’s reaction. Something bright, though, because of what Rocco said. She hadn’t brought much, though, mostly black and earth tones. Slipping on a black cotton skirt with teal blue trim and a matching blue tee, she wriggled in excitement and smiled. Rocco must have lied about that bet. She would find out. A coat of mascara, lipstick, and some black flip-flops on, she grabbed her purse and ran out.
 

She slowed as she approached the hotel, not wanting to seem too eager. Rocco, Sabrina, and Maddy already waited by his truck. Chiara apologized for being late.
 

“You’re here,” Rocco said, giving her a quick appraisal as he held open the passenger door for her. Sabrina and Maddy clamored into the back. “Worth the wait,” he finished in a low whisper before he shut the door.
 

Chiara gave him a sideways smile as he started the truck. The girls chatted in the back. She settled into her seat, at once giddy and comforted. Rocco’s manly scent embraced her before dissipating in the fresh air and mingling perfumes of herself, Sabrina, and Maddy. A sharp yearning to lay with him, just to breathe him in, caused her to look out the window for some distraction. 
 

Already Rocco began up the hill to the University of San Diego, where Maddy would go. They drove through part of the campus, which still impressed Chiara with its Spanish style architecture in creams and blues, palm trees lining the drive, and a new to her fountain in the middle of campus near the blue-domed church. Maddy and Sabrina exclaimed and enthused, keeping up their constant talk even as Rocco drove out and down toward the freeway.
 

“We’re going to do Balboa Park, okay?” Rocco said.
 

“Great,” Chiara said. She would have gone anywhere he said, done anything he asked. Then she reminded herself of the hurtful words they’d exchanged and she hugged her stomach.
 

“Any lunch suggestions?” he said.
 

“There are several cafés there. I like the one at the Museum of Art best.” Kitty always insisted on The Prado, which was lovely, but too fancy for Chiara’s taste.
 

“We’ll follow your lead,” Rocco said. Would he? Hmm…a few dirty ideas popped into Chiara’s imagination. She crossed her legs. Rocco glanced at her and heat covered her cheeks. He can’t read your mind, she told herself, but knowing it didn’t change the feeling that he could.
 

“What do Sabrina and Maddy want to see?” she asked. Those two still carried on and Chiara didn’t want to interrupt them.
 

“The gardens and art museums. Maybe see a play or go to the zoo.”
 

“Plays are usually at night,” she said.
 

“Too bad you have to get back,” he said.
 

“Yeah. Phil and I have a lot to discuss.”
 

“Really,” he said. “You two talk a lot.”
 

“I’m ready to take action. It’s time for change.”
 

He raised an eyebrow but concentrated on the road. Navigating toward the park could be tricky. After some maneuvering and a lot of circling around, he found a parking spot. At least the gorgeous architecture and extensive gardens provided something to look at, something other than his strong, captivating profile and muscular arms.
 

The four of them walked together, Sabrina and Maddy giggling together behind Chiara and Rocco, across the parking lot and up to a pathway. The girls again marveled at the different buildings as they ambled toward the café. They sat outside in bright red chairs. Rocco held hers out for her. She studied him. Even in his khaki cargo shorts and bay blue tee shirt, he stole her breath for a moment.
 

When he sat, she picked up her menu. Chiara relaxed, glad for the girls’ nonstop talk which saved her from having to speak. They all ordered and Chiara and Rocco listened to Sabrina and Maddy. Soon, their food arrived, the roasted chicken, peppers and onions of Rocco’s sandwich predominated the food smells drifting through the air. Chiara enjoyed her turkey sandwich, with an unusual fig spread, but she liked watching Rocco eat more. He slowly savored his meal, each bite deliberate and hearty. A bite of salad left a shimmer of dressing on the side of his mouth. Instinctively, Chiara dabbed the spot with her napkin. She instantly pulled back when all eyes at the table were on her. Looking at her plate, she took another bite of her salad, only glancing up again when Sabrina and Maddy resumed their talk. The summer heat seemed to treble in that moment, especially when Rocco’s hand found hers under the table. He squeezed her fingers briefly before he continued eating.
 

Taking a sip of her Aranciata, she flickered her eyes shut as the icy, citrusy, bubbly liquid coursed into her throat. A tiny hum of pleasure rose as she opened her eyes. Rocco studied her with a smile.
 

“Dad,” Sabrina said. Rocco’s eyes shifted to his daughter. “Do you two mind if Maddy and I check out the sculptures?”
 

“No, go ahead. We’ll meet you in a few then go to the museum.”
 

Sabrina and Maddy scraped their chairs back before huddling together, whispering.
 

“Enjoying your meal?” Rocco asked.
 

“Yes, thanks,” Chiara said. “It was sweet of Sabrina to ask me along.”
 

“She likes you. And she wanted me to drive but she feels bad if I don’t have company.”
 

“Lucky me I was there.”
 

“Some things are meant to be,” he said. 
 

Chiara twisted her napkin before meeting his eyes. She quivered, almost forgetting her question in the intensity of his deep gaze. “Did you--”
 

“Is everything okay here?” their waiter asked.
 

“We’re ready for the check,” Rocco said.
 

“Yes sir,” he said as he took their plates.
 

Chiara glanced into the distance; the girls strolled nearby.
 

“You were saying?”
 

“Did you want me to pay?” she said, losing her nerve to ask what she needed to know.
 

“We asked you. My treat, no strings.”
 

She returned his broad grin. They gazed at each other like two goofy tongue-tied teenagers. When the waiter brought the check, Rocco placed some cash onto the bill while Chaira looked for the girls again.
 

“Shall we?” he said, rising and holding her chair. He offered his arm, so she slid hers through his. His combination of old world charm and sexy manliness made her gushy. The same pleasurable sound she’d made when drinking her soda broke out.
 

“Hum,” he said in a low voice. “What was that for?”
 

“You,” she breathed out. She tickled the hairs on his forearm, wanting to melt into him. His sturdiness held her up as they approached Sabrina and Maddy. The four strolled into the museum.
 

If Sabrina or Maddy thought it was odd that Rocco kept Chiara’s arm in his as they made their way through the galleries of both the San Diego Museum of Art and the smaller Timken, they didn’t let on. If anything, they appeared happy, the way they smiled and giggled, talked and teased much like she and Jenny used to. But even their feelings couldn’t match Chiara’s, who floated from room to room, only noticing Rocco’s strength, or the way his scent would suddenly envelop her, or sometimes the beauty of a particular painting. She beamed when they both stopped to study the same piece, mostly the old Italian masters. A calm surety warmed her to her bones that they didn’t need to talk, they simply shared the same thoughts.
 

“Have you been to Italy?” Chiara said as they stood in front of a painting of the Rialto Bridge in Venice.
 

“No. Ray, Faith, and I have a fund to take my parents for their fiftieth in five years. I hope to get there sooner.”
 

“Oh? Planning a vacation?” she said as they moved to catch up with the girls.
 

“Not exactly. I hear it’s romantic,” he said as he snugged her arm closer.
 

“Depends on who you’re with, I guess. I went with a group of friends in college. No romance but a lot of fun.” She tried to sound lighthearted but she ached. Why did he say that? Surely he didn’t have romance in mind with her. She ran her fingers through her hair. This was all getting too dangerous, too shaky.
 

“Dad,” Sabrina said, “Maddy and I want to go over to the box office and see if there are any tickets left for ‘Taming of the Shrew.’ Would you want to go too?”
 

“No thanks,” he said as they went out into the bright day. Light wind pressed Chiara’s skirt to her thighs.
 

“What about the zoo?” Sabrina countered.
 

“Chiara will need to get back,” he said with a glance at his watch. “It’s already almost four. Why don’t you see about tickets and we’ll make a plan. We’ll wait here,” he said, pointing toward a garden with a sunken pool. The wishing well.
 

Sabrina and Maddy hurried off toward the Old Globe. Rocco slid his hand into hers. Chiara swallowed and tried to ignore the tingling moisture in her panties.
 

“Want to make a wish,” he asked as they stood before the tiled-in water. He handed her a dime then threw one in.
 

“Don’t need to think about yours, huh?” she said.
 

“I know what I want.”
 

So did she but that didn’t mean she should wish for it. Yet his hot, strong hand holding hers, his body so close, blotted out any other possibility. Tossing in the coin, she closed her eyes. Him, she wished to be with him. She squeezed his hand and leaned into him. He shrugged slightly and she moved with a glance up.
 

“You okay?” she said.
 

“Yeah, just aggravated an old shoulder injury. Seemed like a good idea at the time.”
 

“What did?”
 

“Taking a sledgehammer to my spare bathroom.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Needs remodeling and I needed to take out some…frustration.”
 

“When?”
 

He lifted her hand with his then walked her toward a row of bushes. “The night you called and said you weren’t coming.”
 

“Then you didn’t mean it, about the bet?” The tingling moved through her all the way into her fingertips and toes.
 

“That was a lie, this is the truth,” he said. He pulled her into him, one arm around her waist. Dropping her hand, he caressed her hair before placing his hand on her cheek. She met his eyes and her stomach dropped. She wasn’t ready for his look, so tender and intense. But her body was ready, for him and his heat, strength, and need. Sandals flapped nearby and they broke apart.
 

“We got tickets,” Sabrina said as she approached, smiling. Quite a contrast to her brother’s reaction, though what he’d seen left no room for an innocent interpretation.
 

“Great,” Rocco said. He cleared his throat.
 

“So, maybe you could take Chiara home and pick us up later? Maddy and I can go to the zoo, dinner, and the play. Should be done around ten or eleven.”
 

“You have your phone?” Rocco said.
 

Sabrina nodded. “Fully charged.
Plenty of cash and my credit card. And there are lots of people here.”
 

“You and Maddy stay together and call me.”
 

“Of course, Daddy,” Sabrina said in an isn’t he silly tone. She kissed his cheek and hugged Chiara. “Glad you could come along.”
 

“Me too,” Chiara said. “Have fun.”
 

“We will,” the two girls said before they strode away toward the zoo.
 

Rocco took her hand again, fingering her palm. She should go. “What time is it?”
 

“Just after four. You want me to take you back now?” he said.
 

“I’d like to see the Alcazar garden,” she said. Maybe a little more time would be okay. She knew how to stay safe, to protect herself.
 

He grinned at her. His broad smile dented her safety zone. “Anything you want,” he said.
 

“You’ve got it,” she whispered. He was silent, leading them down the path. Maybe he hadn’t heard. She exhaled. “At your mom’s party, did you mean it, when you said you’d go to the hospital with me?” Where had that come from?
 

“I’d do anything for you.” This time his voice was low, his tone serious, not playful as it had been a few moments before. Oh no. Yes. But no, no, and no. “I know how you felt,” he continued.
 

“You do?” she said, trying to sound normal when her insides were twisting and turning like a tangled slinky.
 

“If we’re going to…there are some things you should know.” He sat on a tiled concrete bench. Chiara eased next to him. Putting his hands on his knees, he hunched over slightly.
 

“You don’t have to--”
 

“Yes, I do. Unless you want to go.”
 

She shook her head, unable to speak. The words that might come out would either be hurtful or tell more than she was ready to say.
 

“Shawn…I better back up. My ex and I were married ten years. I fought the divorce even though I was the one who screwed up. Maybe that’s why I fought it.” He shrugged and focused on the stand of trees in the distance. Another rustled behind them, shading them from the sinking summer sun. “Shawn and I started having fights when they’d stay with me. I was drinking a lot, different women, I’d even hit on their friends’ moms. When he was thirteen, he started sneaking beer and alcohol from my house. I didn’t know it then. Those years are kinda hazy,” he said his voice low and tinged with regret.
 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 

He glanced at her, his brows furrowed, shame in his eyes. She would know. “I don’t deserve any sympathy.”
 

“You--”
 

“No,” he said, taking her hand before moving it away. He wouldn’t let himself touch her, obviously. “Listen. When he was fifteen, I wanted to hook up with the mom of this friend of his. My ex had warned me she didn’t want Shawn hanging around him, but I took him over to their house with me, let them take my truck. They went and got drunk while I was…my ex called from the hospital almost the same time Shawn’s friend’s mom got a call. His friend was okay, just some bruises and superficial stuff. Shawn…it looked bad for awhile. He was driving, took the worst of the impact. He was in the hospital a month. He’s okay now, sometimes he limps a little, his left leg. Scars…we both started AA. We all finally got to a good place after over four years. And then--”
 

“Me.” Chiara shook her head. She couldn’t believe this of the man she knew. Or maybe she didn’t know him at all, or only knew what he wanted her to see.
 

“My fault, not yours.” He took her chin in his hand and studied her. She saw pain and need in his eyes, a need to be believed in.
 

“We’re both responsible,” she said as he released her.
 

“We need to go or you’ll be late.” He stood and waited for her but made no move to take her hand. She grabbed his and his body relaxed, his shoulders unhunched and his muscles moved in his usual easy way. They strolled to his truck, getting in silently.
 

Chiara didn’t know what to say, but she knew this was it. She sat still as he drove out of the park and onto the freeway. “Thanks for the afternoon out. It’ll give me a good memory.”
 

“What do you mean?” he said with an edge in his tone.
 

“We can’t see each other anymore. I can’t risk it.”
 

“I thought you were going to leave him,” he said as he sped down the freeway.
 

“I am. That’s why I need to be even more careful. Maybe, if we’re both free someday…” She looked out the window, the houses and shopping malls, palm trees and other cars a blur.
 

“You’re worth waiting for,” he said in a hoarse whisper. She faced him as best she could.
 

“You might change your mind,” she said. She couldn’t understand why he was being so kind and open with her.
 

“If you haven’t changed yours after what I told you…” His fingers fidgeted on the steering wheel.
 

“You’re not that person anymore.” She needed to believe that.
 

“I…” he began. But he had exited. In a few minutes he’d drop her off.
 

“If you go back to your hotel, I’ll walk from there,” she said.
 

“Sure,” he said. He tried to sound nonchalant, but his jaw clenched.
 

Chiara put her hands on her cheeks, hot as rolls fresh from the oven. “Enjoy the rest of your trip,” she said as he pulled into the parking lot.
 

“Yeah, you too.” He parked his truck and faced her. “Can I call you sometime?”
 

Nooo screamed her reason. “I’d like that,” she whispered. It had been a long time since she let her heart speak for her. She hopped out. Her heart had nothing to do with Rocco.
 

She walked around the truck and glanced back at the clunk of his door. He held up a hand in goodbye and leaned against the side of the cab. Forcing her body to turn, she continued toward her in-laws’ house. Every feeling and sense in her screamed at her to run back into his arms. But she knew better. Her reasonable self had married Phil and now she would use it to leave him. There was no place for Rocco in her plan.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Seventeen
 

 
 

She walked along the beach, letting the moist air and gentle waters substitute for her unshed tears. Trudging in the back door at the Kirkwoods’, she stopped. Phil rushed up to her and pulled her into his arms. She went limp but he kissed her anyway. Her mouth clenched and she almost gagged as he pushed his tongue along her lips. Shoving him, she backed away, the crease in her forehead deepening as she breathed and wiped her mouth.
 

“What’s gotten into you?” she said.
 

“You,” he said. He smiled, though his eyes glinted suspiciously.
 

Not likely, more like he wouldn’t be getting into her ever again. “Sorry I’m late. I better change.” She hurried into the guest bedroom, ignoring his low whistling. He must have had a few drinks at lunch. Who knows what he and Kim talked about. Her sister-in-law wasn’t as stuffy as the rest of her family; she and Chiara had been friends. That’s how she met Phil. But Kim was plenty ambitious, ruthless, and unaccepting of failure, like all the Kirkwoods. Chiara tugged on her dress, feeling her plan would get back on track if she threw Phil off guard a bit. She freshened her lipstick and fluffed her hair as she slid on her heels.
 

“New dress?” Phil asked when she walked out into the hall, purse in hand.
 

“Yes, Isabella bought it for me, payback for going to Mrs. Buffone’s party with her.”
 

He opened the front door for her. “You look beautiful,” he said through clenched teeth.
 

Chiara stifled a giggle. What was he playing at?
 

She didn’t find out as they sat over dinner. Every time she tried to broach the subject of their relationship or divorce, he changed the subject, asking if she wanted more wine, or how much fun the boys must have had that day, or whether they should drive straight home tomorrow or stop overnight.
 

Chiara sighed after an hour of this. She sat in silence awhile, until the sounds of Phil’s slurping wine and lobster tail sickened her. Upbraiding herself, she tapped her thigh. Everyone made noise when they ate. But listening to Rocco earlier had been sensual, all his sounds intriguing and endearing. She was just sick of Phil, that was all. If she’d been married to Rocco for over eight years, she’d probably be tired of him too. Her stomach somersaulted. She couldn’t even think of marrying Rocco. A guy like him didn’t want to get married again and she’d be crazy to tie herself to him if he did. She took a bite of her salad, hoping to choke down the deep longing rising from her core.
 

“Haven’t you had enough?” Chiara asked Phil as he emptied the last of the wine bottle into his glass.
 

“Someone needs to drink it,” he said. He could find a reason for anything. “Would you like dessert?”
 

“No thanks,” Chiara said. She’d had to force her food down. Hard to have an appetite when your soon-to-be-ex-husband looks at you one moment with scorn and the following as if you’ll be his next course. She smoothed her napkin and placed it beside her plate. After what seemed another hour, Phil paid the bill and drove her back to the house.
 

Chiara was so drained she didn’t try to talk on the way home. Phil glanced at her a few times, but stayed silent as well. When they walked into the house, Chiara knew it was time. She faced him once they stood in the living room, all mellow creams and yellows. It made Chiara edgy. 
 

“I want a divorce,” she said.
 

“You’ve said that before.”
 

“I mean it.” Their eyes challenged each other.
 

“The boys,” Phil said, giving up first.
 

“They already sense things are wrong. You know the doctor said there’s no medical reason Danny’s been wetting his bed. It’s stress. And Max has been more clingy this last year than he was as a baby. I know it’ll be hard, but I think eventually we’ll all be happier.”
 

“You can’t know that. There’s someone else, isn’t there? You’ve always been willing to work on things before.”
 

She met his stare again, knowing anything else would admit the truth of her guilt. “No. I’m not in love with you. We both deserve more than that.”
 

“I want this to work,” he said, moving closer.
 

“Haven’t you considered what it could be like? Maybe with someone like Suzy?”
 

“I haven’t cheated on you,” he said. “Have you?”
 

“No,” she said. He had her backed up into the edge of the couch. Pricklings of fear froze her. That was ridiculous, Phil would never…he grabbed her. She struggled, but he had the element of surprise as he kissed her and pressed himself into her. His breathing was heavy as he spoke. She turned away, her nose wrinkling at the stench of seafood and fermentation.
 

“Isn’t this what you want, Chiara,” he spit out her name, mispronouncing it. “You like it rough, right?”
 

“Get off.” She shoved and he had to flail his arms to keep himself from toppling over the coffee table. “Don’t ever touch me again!”
 

A furious expression darkened his eyes before desperation swam in them. He grabbed at her again. “Our marriage can’t fail,” he said. “You said you’d try.”
 

She moved away. His stupid college ring caught in the crepe folds of her dress’s neckline. The fabric tore as she pushed and pulled his fingers away. He tried to kiss her again and wrapped his arms around her, attempting to unfasten the clasp behind her neck. In her struggle to free herself, it broke.
 

She slapped him and he staggered back. She held up the top of the dress and ran. Grabbing her purse as she rushed out, she jogged into the sand. Her shoes held her up. She glanced back--no one followed. Sliding off her shoes, she inhaled the cool, heavy night air.
 

She ran a ways down the beach. Stopping, she rummaged in her purse for a safety pin. She managed to refasten the back of her halter neckline with it. Taking a deep breath, she stared at the bay. The sun glinted low against the darkening sky. A warm, alive scent filled her. Rocco. She fled down the beach, shoes and purse thumping against her thighs.
 

Breathless, she knocked on his door. He opened it a moment later, glancing behind her before staring at her. She bit her lip and walked into the room. The TV shone color into the dim room, a breeze lifted the curtains next to it. The door clicked shut.
 

“I thought…” he said.
 

The ESPN logo flashed onto the screen. She closed her eyes, the red of the image still floated in her vision. He moved near her.
 

“Chiara, what happened?” His finger found the tear in her dress, near the spot he’d kissed her two weeks ago. “Has he hurt you?” His voice barely concealed his anger, a flame ready to blaze.
 

She faced him. “No. I’m okay. He’s having a hard time accepting…he tried to…” her eyes darted around the room like a trapped bird.
 

“Where is he? I’ll kick his sorry ass,” he growled. He stepped toward the door.
 

Chiara grasped his arm, hot and strong. “No, please. That would make everything worse.” He touched her hair as he came back close to her. He studied her, meeting her gaze. “Let’s sit and we can imagine it,” she said. She laughed. “You can tell me all the ways you’d beat him down.”
 

“For now,” he said, leading her to the sofa. They sat and she snuggled into him. Much better already. “First, a few--”
 

“I changed my mind. Let’s not waste any more time on Phil. I’ve done that enough.” She placed a hand on his broad chest.
 

“Agreed.” He kissed the top of her head and she smiled. Breathing him in, she sighed. “Wanna talk about it?” he said in a low voice.
 

“Not really. Hold me?” she whispered as she glanced up at him.
 

He cupped her chin. His eyes wouldn’t let her go. “As long as you want.”
 

She wanted to melt into him, let his heat mellow all the knots and worries bunched in her. He said he would do anything for her. “Will you lay with me?”
 

He began to lean back on the small sofa but she stood and took his hand. She glanced at the bed. He grinned. “If you insist,” he said. He rose and followed her.
 

She stopped and removed the safety pin, letting her dress fall open. Easing off his tee shirt for him, she let her hands move slowly over his solid form, let the tickling of his little hairs lighten her. They stared at each other, he shirtless. She unzipped her dress and let it drop to the floor.
 

“You just want me to hold you?” he said in a hesitant tone.
 

“For now. Can you?” She realized she asked a lot. They were practically naked. He glanced at her low cut strapless bustier.
 

He exhaled. “If I keep my eyes on the ceiling, maybe,” he said with a hint of playfulness.
 

He lay down. She crawled next to him and melded herself into his side. As a chill air circled, she pressed closer, but that didn’t help her booty, exposed by her thong panty. She should have gotten under the blanket. This wasn’t working like she’d thought. Moving a hand over his chest, she smoldered. Ribbons of heat unfurled in her when Rocco smoothed his hand down her back. A couple more inches and he’d find her bareness. But his hands stilled on the small of her back.
 

“Let me take care of you.” His voice sounded from deep in his chest, full of comfort and enticement. 
 

“Yes,” she said. Her body tremored in anticipation. Sex hadn’t been her intention, but his nearness made it necessary. When he stayed still, she glanced up at him. His eyes were closed, dark lashes feathered across his olive skin. She stared at him, trying to memorize each curve and angle of his beautiful face. He wasn’t beautiful in any feminine or pretty boy way, but his manly, worn features and gratified expression somehow made him extraordinary to her.
 

The tingly heat she felt wasn’t just excitement anymore. She’d drunk too much water at dinner. Hopping up, she jogged into the bathroom and shut the door. The light shone bright and harsh. Her cheeks mottled red, every imperfection visible. When she finished, she stared at her reflection in the mirrored wall behind the sink. Unfastening her bustier, she placed it on the counter. Her breasts dropped a couple inches. What was she doing? Still, she had a tan from the two weeks in the sun and she was nicely curvy. She slid off her thong and went on tiptoe. It would be darker in the bedroom. Flipping off the light made the bathroom black. She shut her eyes, picturing Rocco. Her body, the body he’d touched, told her what to do.
 

She opened the door and walked toward the bed. Rocco sat up in a flash, his expression hovered between a grin and pure seduction. She shifted slightly and eased her hands along her hips. He stared. No man had looked at her like he did, a crazy combination of dirty pleasure and tender affection.
 

Running her fingers through her hair, she tried to move her feet, but they seemed stuck on the low carpet. Rocco rose and twined his hand in the hair her fingertips had just touched. Placing her hands on his chest, she edged closer to him. Their eyes met. Her smile reflected his. His hands, slow and steady, stroked her hair, her face, her hips, her belly, and her breasts. If he didn’t take her now, she would either scream or fall to her knees in agony from the teasing of his fiery touch.
 

“Stop,” she groaned. His hands dropped. She shivered and grabbed his hands. Gazing at him, she smiled. “Stop teasing.”
 

He chuckled. “Most women like a lot of foreplay.”
 

“Who am I?” she said, placing his hands on her breasts. Every moment with him was foreplay.
 

“My dirty girl,” he whispered, deep and hot. His kiss equaled his tone as his fingers rubbed her nipples, rough and fast. Waves rippled and crested in her.
 

“Ohh,” she moaned. Quickly, she undid and pushed down his shorts and briefs. They whooshed to the carpet. He grabbed his wallet off the nightstand and found what they needed. Between her palms, she kneaded his hardening, glorious cock before she rolled protection over it. His kisses became frantic and she matched each nip, lick, and suck. “Fuck,” she whispered, unable to form a sentence.
 

“Dessert first,” he said as he lifted her to the edge of the bed and laid her back.
 

Her heart beat simultaneously in her chest and her moist pussy. Kneeling in front of her, he caressed her thighs until she arched and clenched the sheets. He parted her and nibbled and sucked her swelling lips. She felt like crème brulee, flaming and crackling on top with creamy delight underneath. The low sounds of his pleasure in her confirmed her feelings. His tongue found her clit and worked it until she came for him, waves crashing and pulling her into their warm encompassing depths.
 

Panting, she tried to find her breath and voice again. He stood and smiled at her. Pulling her up to the pillows, he straddled her and ran his hands through her disheveled hair. He licked his lips and she laughed. “Good?” she said. Most of the guys she’d been with wouldn’t even do what he had--they didn’t like it. But she did.
 

“Mmm, sweet and almondy.
My little biscotti.” He winked. “Ready for a dunking?”
 

“In your Italian roast? Hell yes.” Her voice rasped and her ripples began again, stronger.
 

He kissed her and teased her nipples with his marvelous hands. A tiny voice of guilt whispered to her that she wasn’t doing anything for him, but she smacked it away. He wanted to take care of her and every inch of her needed him to. His strong body surrounded her. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him closer. His scent made her lightheaded. He laced his fingers through her hair and gazed into her eyes. Opening herself to him, she tilted to meet him. His thick, hard length entered her, he took her. Their unbroken gaze spoke his need, her fulfillment. Moving together, they slowly rocked and thrust. The waves crested and crashed again until she spun under. She gripped his arms to steady herself but this only intensified her plunge.
 

“Fuck hard,” she breathed out. He did, so hard her body slid in tiny jolts along the sheets, up and down with his movements. His face blurred but she knew his eyes never left her face, as the light of pleasure never left his. “Rocco,” she moaned.
 

He pressed his body into hers. “Never leave me,” he whispered in her ear.
 

“Never,” she cried out. Her body moved on its own, the leaping, ecstatic participant in a celebratory huddle after winning the championship. Rocco slid for home plate. Safe. Their hot breaths blew on each other’s necks as they came down from the high. She licked him, wanting to taste every part of him.
 

“My dirty girl,” he said. He kissed her again before he rolled slowly onto his back. She missed him but she couldn’t move. A snap followed by a rustle of plastic caused her to glance over. Even erectionless, his fine Italian instrument stretched long and splendid. She turned on her side and fondled him. Leaning back, he beamed at her.
 

“Ready for another game?” he said.
 

“World Series, let’s go for seven,” she said as she moved closer. He gave his shoulder a tweak. She kissed it. “I forgot. Let me make it up to you?”
 

“I wasn’t feeling that, believe me,” he said.
 

“What were you feeling?”
 

“You, us,” he said in a serious reply to her tease.
 

She snuggled her head on his chest and listened to his heart, his breath. “Next time--”
 

“Shit,” he said. “I only had the one condom. Can we, I mean, I think we can trust each other, right?”
 

“Yes, but I’m not on the pill,” she said.
 

“Oh. I’ve got to pick up Sabrina and Maddy later. I can stop on the way and get some.”
 

“Should I come with you?”
 

“Up to you. We’d have to tell her something.”
 

“Better not. I want this night to be just us,” she said.
 

Other thoughts crept in. She shoved them back and shut the door on them. He made it easy when he kissed her. Wrapping herself around him, she returned the favor. Every sense heightened, his touch, even the slightest brush of his fingertip over her cheek, renewed her, rekindled the flames. His phone rang. Moving off him, she lay back and he stretched over her to answer.
 

“Hi, sweetheart,” he said into the phone. “Good. Okay. No, I’ll meet you outside the theatre. Love you too.” He put the phone back but stayed on top of her.
 

“You’re a good dad,” she said, placing a hand on his cheek. He took her hand and studied her, his grin gone.
 

“Thanks. I better get ready if I’m going to stop somewhere and then find a parking spot in time. Promise you’ll stay?”
 

“I promise. I’ll miss you,” she whispered.
 

He kissed her again. “I’ll make it worth your wait,” he said with a wink.
 

She watched him as he rose and went into the bathroom. Stretching, she smiled. This much happiness couldn’t be possible. Her stomach began to ache like when she ate too many chocolate caramels. It must be late. She glanced at the clock, nine-thirty-four. Rising, she found her purse. Three missed calls on her phone, all Phil. She didn’t want to talk to him. She’d call Kitty to check on the boys once Rocco left. What she had with him and her real life had to stay apart.
 

Coming up behind her, he kissed her neck, gently lifting her hair. Only the weight of her phone in her hand kept her from bending over and demanding immediate release from the pulsating warmth he aroused in her. She stepped forward then faced him.
 

“You don’t want to be late,” she said.
 

“I know,” he said. His resigned tone matched hers. He dressed, not looking at her. She went into the bathroom. When she came out, he was dressed. “You want to go?” he said, his brows pushed together.
 

“No, just getting dressed.
Feels weird to call Kitty naked.” She picked up her dress.
 

“Who’s Kitty?”
 

“Phil’s mother.”
 

He made a noncommittal noise. “I’ll be back in about an hour. Sure you won’t come along?”
 

“Yeah, I need to call and check on the boys. Drive carefully,” she said.
 

“Nothing will keep me from you again,” he said. He kissed her so hard and fierce she began undressing him. “Mmm,” he groaned as he stepped away. “Gotta go. Save that feeling.”
 

“I will.”
 

His hand on the door, he glanced back. “I…” He opened the door. “See you soon.”
 

She nodded. The door thumped shut. Slowly, she refastened her dress and took her purse into the bathroom to brush her hair and freshen up. She stared in the mirror. What was she going to do? If Phil found out…but she could maybe go home with Rocco and the girls anyway. She could say she’d spent the night with the girls because she couldn’t stay with Phil anymore. Sabrina seemed like she might be supportive. But once they got home…maybe she could move in with her parents or Isabella until she could afford something. She and Rocco would have to be careful. Frowning, she went to the sofa and sat down.
 

She held her phone in front of her. What would she tell Kitty? Chiara wasn’t ready for that battle to begin. The clock glared its numbers, almost ten. She sighed then jumped up at a knock on the door. Had he forgotten something? She ran over and peeked out the peephole. She braced herself. Phil stood outside. Calm down, he can’t know anything. But then how did he know where she was? She opened the door and stepped out a bit, holding the door ajar, but not enough to let him see the room.
 

“How did you find me?” she asked.
 

“Your phone.” He seemed his usual calm self now. He’d changed his clothes and his hair was newly combed. But his eyes were different, wary and warning.
 

“You have tracking on my phone?” She clenched her teeth, knowing she had to control her anger.
 

“Yes. You didn’t answer. My mom called over half an hour ago. When she told Max he couldn’t talk to you, he got hysterical. I just talked to her. He’s still crying, hiding in the closet.” Phil’s eyes bored into her, accusatory. “I’d go by myself, but you know that might not be enough.”
 

“I’ll call and then he’ll be okay,” she said. The freezing walls jutted up again, popping her last warm bubble of happiness.
 

“Mom said we should just come up. We were going to tomorrow anyway. She says then she and Dad can take Danny out while we stay with Max in the morning. He’ll probably be tired.”
 

“I told my friends I’d be here.” She shivered.
 

“What friends?”
 

“Sabrina Buffone and her friend, we met on the beach earlier.”
 

“Where are they?”
 

“They went to get a snack. They’ll be back soon.”
 

He narrowed his eyes at her. “You can call them. We should go. I already packed all our bags, everything’s ready.” He motioned to the car, parked in Rocco’s spot. She was going to throw up. But the feeling just lingered like a nasty hangover as she clutched her purse and pulled the door shut behind her.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eighteen
 

 
 

“’Night girls,” Rocco said with a wave as he watched Sabrina and Maddy walk into their room next door. He grinned, like he had the whole drive back to the hotel.
 

Opening his door and stepping in, the emptiness struck him. Her scent, the warmth she radiated, her glowing presence, all gone.
 

“Chiara?” he called once the door shut. He scanned the room. Nothing. He paced, panic gripping his gut. What if the husband followed her? Those calm, controlled types were the ones who went wacko. What if he had a gun? He stopped. You have a cell, use it. He gritted his teeth and dialed her number. She answered with a cheery hello.
 

“Where are you?” he said. “Are you okay?”
 

“Fine, thanks. I was going to call you. My husband came to get me. Our youngest got really upset so we’re on our way there now.”
 

She spoke to him like he was just a friendly acquaintance. He sank into the sofa. “Has he threatened you? How did he find you?”
 

“He should be fine, thanks, Sabrina.”
 

He leaned back. What the hell was she doing? “Talk to me, what--”
 

“You too,” she said. “Maybe we can have lunch next week?”
 

“I need to know--” his voice choked.
 

“’Bye,” she said. Call ended.
 

His breath came in ragged fits as his mind struggled to understand. Was she in danger? Was she playing for time? Was she brushing him off? Based on her previous behavior, his logic told him the last. That it had all been a lie and she’d gone back to her husband again.
 

He shut his eyes and saw her, felt her. Her glowing face, her soft hair, her womanly, willing body under his, her taste, her tight, wet sweetness enveloping and gripping him. He groaned. He could go after her. But no, he had to drive Sabrina and Maddy home tomorrow. He could call back, make her let him talk to the husband. No, then if he was crazed, that might put her at more risk. He could call the cops. They must be driving Chiara’s car. Right, imagine that conversation: “Yes, you need to stop this Ford Escape and make sure Chiara Kirkwood is okay. No, I’m not her husband. Just the guy who made love to her before she left.” She promised she wouldn’t leave.
 

He rubbed his forehead. He didn’t make love. He fucked women and he was good at it, no complaints. Maybe complaints, but only about the other stuff, the bullshit lack of intimacy, the clinging, and calling wanting to see him again after a one night stand or a few dates. But Chiara was different. She was his ultimate perfect combination of dirty and clean, sweet and bitter, a sexy, intoxicating concoction. He needed a drink. Instead, he flipped the TV back on and stared at it, phone in hand.
 

His head jerked up. The phone rang and he fumbled for it on the cushion. One a.m.--he must have fallen asleep on the sofa. It was Chiara.
 

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice muffled a little.
 

“Where are you?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.
 

“In the bathroom of the boys’ hotel room. Phil and I are sleeping with them. They’re all asleep.”
 

“I don’t get it.” He shook his head, trying to clear the fog from his mind.
 

“I tried to tell you, Phil came to your hotel room. He had some tracking thing on my phone. Max was really upset. He’s been extra sensitive lately. We’re going home tomorrow, well, today, after lunch.”
 

“You said you were going to let me take care of you.”
 

“Huh? I can’t…Kitty and Phil have made it clear what they’ll do if I file for divorce. I can’t give them anything to use against me,” she whispered.
 

“So, that’s it?” His mind swam. If? He grabbed for something, anything to make her see what she should. “Wait, those tracking programs aren’t that precise. How’d he know what room you were in? Just tell him the truth. He must already know something. I won’t let him--”
 

“Just let me handle it,” she hissed. “I hear something. I need to go. I’m sorry.”
 

He stared at the phone. She was sorry. Sorry to rip his heart out and spit on it, again. Sorry to beat him down to a bloody pulp and leave him for dead. What else could you expect from a Vitale? Wearily, he stood and went to the bathroom before crashing into the bed.
 

The next morning, a knock on the door woke him. Another knock sounded as he eased out of bed, rubbing his hands through his hair. “Coming,” he shouted. It was Sabrina, smiling and cheerful.
 

“Morning, Dad,” she said, standing in the doorway. “Maddy and I want to explore this morning. You said to tell you if we were going out. You didn’t answer your phone.”
 

“Yeah. You two have fun,” he grumbled.
 

“You okay? You look like hell and sound worse.”
 

“Thanks a lot,” he said. He patted her cheek. “Rough night, that’s all. I’ll just relax so I can be ready to drive later.” The bright morning sun mocked him.
 

She gave him her tiny worried frown. “Okay. Dad, are you sure you’re doing all right? I know you’ve been more stressed out since Grandpa had that heart attack last year, but lately you’re…and Shawn seemed to think--”
 

“I said I’m fine,” he snapped. She turned her face, almost as if he’d slapped her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” His voice softened. “You and Maddy have a good time. I’m just tired.”
 

“You are turning forty…” she said, her grin back.
 

“Yeah, I’m an old man.” He sounded joking, but he felt around twice his age.
 

She kissed his cheek. “No, you’re not, Daddy.” She started walking away but faced him again. “Have you heard from Chiara since you dropped her off yesterday? I was thinking of calling her to see how she is, but she might think that was weird. Maybe you could…”
 

“Why the concern?” he said.
 

She shrugged. “I got the feeling…her husband was kind of an…”
 

“Yeah, I know. But we shouldn’t interfere. It’s her marriage.”
 

“Sometimes people need help, right? Grandma and Grandpa always say it’s better to offer and know you tried than do nothing. Besides, I think Chiara would be glad if you called. I’ll check in later,” she said with a wink as she walked to her door.
 

“Keep your phone on,” he said, reentering his room. He smiled slowly. Huh, maybe he should listen to his daughter. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been right. She and his mom had a lot in common that way.  First, a shower, then he’d call.
 

Chiara wouldn’t answer her phone. Damn voicemail every time. Over lunch with Sabrina and Maddy, he listened to them chatting happily and remembered their lunch with Chiara. She had been happy, enjoyed herself in a way she’d never let him see before. They could be good together, comfortable yet exciting. What had happened to his Buffone persistence? He wanted Chiara more than anything, ever, and he saw no reason to give up. Before they’d made love, he could convince himself otherwise, but that had changed everything. Now he needed a plan.
 

The drive home along Highway 5 gave him plenty of time to think. A lot of those hours were spent wondering if Chiara and her husband and sons would appear at the next rest stop or gas station, but they never did. He dropped Sabrina and Maddy at his parents’. They had plans too, he knew, for his birthday dinner tomorrow night. Whatever happened, he intended to have the present he wanted.
 

Once he got home, he opened his mail and tidied the house. He almost went to the store, but he wasn’t sure what Chiara liked to eat. They could go together. Maybe he should ask his dad for Monday off. It was his birthday, but more importantly, Chiara might need help moving her things or finding a lawyer. He strolled to her house as the sun began lowering, but only her husband’s Prius occupied the driveway.
 

Eating dinner alone, he planned and let his mind dwell on her. Before going to bed, he walked around the block again, but still her house was dark and empty. Maybe they’d left L.A. late and had to stop overnight. That bastard better keep his hands to himself or Rocco would see him suffer. The boys would be with her, so surely she would be fine.
 

Next morning, he dressed and prepared to walk to her house again, but Shawn showed up to take him to brunch. Luckily, he didn’t still have any beer in the house, because Shawn looked after he discovered Rocco hadn’t been to the AA meeting. Brunch had been good, but there was an unspoken tension between them which only intensified after that discussion.
 

“Look,” Rocco said as Shawn continued his search of the cabinets and closets, “you won’t find anything. I’m okay, honestly. I can’t say anything yet, but I hope to have some great news soon. At least, I hope you’ll think so.”
 

Shawn stopped and studied him, arms crossed. “I don’t know what’s up with you lately, but I don’t like it. We better go, though, Grandma’s expecting us soon.”
 

“I thought it was a dinner thing.”
 

“Uncle Ray has an early shift at the hospital tomorrow, so more like late lunch. You have plans or something?”
 

“Yeah, kinda, but I can wait until later.” Rocco followed his son out.
 

“Happy Birthday!” his family shouted when he and Shawn walked in. Maddy was still there, joined by a few other family friends. Rocco smiled and gave hugs and handshakes, all the while his stomach clenched, wondering if more people would show. Namely, the Vitales. As they all moved to serve themselves from the buffet his mom had spread on the dining room table, Sabrina placed a hand on his back.
 

“Did you call Chiara?” she whispered.
 

“Yes, she didn’t answer.”
 

“Me too. Grandma invited her parents, but they’re having a family dinner later. I guess one of their granddaughter’s birthdays is later in the week and Chiara’s oldest turned seven on Friday.”
 

“Huh,” he said. It wouldn’t be ideal, but then no time or place would be. At least then there would be someone to watch her boys and maybe Isabella would be on their side. He’d only have to hope her brothers wouldn’t be there.
 

“You’re fidgety,” Ray said a couple hours later as they sat in the living room.
 

Rocco’s knee had been bouncing, his mind jumbled, his eyes roamed, and his hands plucked at a pillow. “I have an errand to do later,” he said, glad for the other conversations buzzing around them.
 

“On a Sunday night?”
 

“It’s personal.”
 

Ray motioned to him and Rocco followed him onto the front porch. “Does this have to do with Chiara?” Ray whispered.
 

His brother had always been too smart for Rocco to get anything past him. The only reason he’d gotten away with so much in high school was because Ray had left for college before his sophomore year. Rocco shifted and stared out at the sky, a colorful haze of blue, red, orange, and pink, a few stars beginning to show in the indigo. He smiled. Chiara would love that sunset, the bright iridescence of it.
 

“I guess that tells me my answer,” Ray said. Rocco shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but be careful. I don’t want another late night phone call to come pick up your bloody body from the roadside. Once in a lifetime was enough.”
 

“No worries,” Rocco said patting his brother’s back.
 

“When you say that, I worry more.”
 

“I’m not seventeen anymore.”
 

“That’s what makes it worse,” Ray said with a shake of his head.
 

“It’s all good,” Rocco said. He chuckled as Ray rolled his eyes heavenward.
 

“I’ll pray for ya’,” Ray said as he walked back into the house.
 

“Hope I don’t need it,” Rocco whispered. He gave the sky a last look and went inside.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Nineteen
 

 
 

“Won’t you come in,” Chiara’s mom said after opening the front door.
 

Chiara squeezed her hands into fists. Interruption after interruption had kept her from telling everyone she planned to divorce Phil. Now the kids were all in the family room watching a video, so it would have been a good opportunity. She faced the open doorway and her stomach dropped. Rocco stood next to her mom, smiling. Her eyes widened. She wished she’d closed them instead of seeing his too sexy self in his black Dockers and blue dress shirt, sleeves rolled and open at the collar. Her cheeks on both ends glowed with heat.
 

“Isabella, look who’s here,” their mom said. Isabella rolled her eyes discreetly.
 

Chiara glanced around the room. Santo’s black eyes narrowed, a deep scowl on his face and Tomaso didn’t look any less menacing, strange for her usually easy-going brother. Bobbie stood and went to the window, a completely uncharacteristic move for Chiara’s in-everyone’s- business sister-in-law. Phil grimaced before a satisfied smirk settled. Alarms sounded in Chiara’s mind and she swayed slightly. Chiara’s mom introduced Rocco to Chiara’s uncle Max, her mother’s younger brother, and Grandma and Grandpa Vitale, who of course grinned at Rocco, as her grandpa would anyone so clearly of Italian descent.
 

“And, of course, you must know Tomaso, Santo, and Bobbie from high school.” Rocco glanced at them with a nod, but they only stared at him. Chiara stepped forward, hoping to get Rocco out of the house before any damage could be done. “How is your family?” Chiara’s mom continued in her incessant chatter. Santo and Tomaso whispered to each other, their dark haired heads almost touching. “We’re sorry we couldn’t come to your birthday party, but I’m sure your mom told you we’re having one of our own. Oh, happy birthday.”
 

“Thanks, they’re fine,” Rocco said. He had only glanced once at Chiara. His smile had grown even wider.
 

“If you wanted to speak to Isabella, I’m sure--”
 

“I’m not here for Isabella,” he said. His smile faded into a still pleasant but determined expression. Chiara tried to motion him to leave by tilting her head.
 

“Oh?” Chiara’s mom said. She smoothed her pink blouse, a sign of uneasiness. “What can we do for you?”
 

“Bobbie,” Santo interrupted, “go sit with the kids.”
 

“Santo, I--” Bobbie said, facing him. Chiara had only heard him speak to his wife like that on a few occasions and she recognized Bobbie’s raised eyebrow and twisted smile as the beginnings of a fight.
 

“Now,” Santo snapped.
 

Chiara’s jaw almost dropped when Bobbie rushed into the family room across the hall and shut the door. Isabella’s mouth popped open for a moment in amazement. A fidgety silence filled the room. Santo and Tomaso stood near Chiara while everyone else maintained their seats. Chiara’s mom settled back in next to her husband and in-laws on one of the long couches.
 

“I’m here for Chiara,” Rocco said in a deep, commanding voice.
 

Murmurs clicked in the air. Chiara shook her head at him; her hair brushed her cheeks in the frantic movement. Rocco closed the space between them and smoothed her hair back. Their eyes met and for that one moment she forgot everything and took his hand.
 

“Get away from my sister,” Santo growled.
 

“No, I’m interested to hear what he has to say,” Phil said, standing.
 

Chiara swooshed back down to reality and tried to remove her hand from Rocco’s, but he held on. She used the grip to pull him down slightly.
 

“I told you to let me handle it. Leave now and maybe I can fix it,” she whispered in his ear. She frowned. He smelled different. What did it matter? She needed to think of her boys.
 

Rocco smiled at her like he did at Sabrina when she said something cute. “You promised you’d let me take care of you,” he said.
 

Several people said “what” at once. Phil stood next to them now, Santo and Tomaso looming on their other side. Chiara tried to step back, but Rocco held on and she was only a couple of feet in front of the fireplace, as far from the door as you could get.
 

“I’m still her husband so I think that’s my job,” Phil said in the tone he spoke to Max with when he tried to explain something Max didn’t understand, only with an edge of scorn.
 

“You haven’t been doing it well,” Rocco said in an equally disdainful voice.
 

“How would you know?” Phil said.
 

Chiara knew he was leading Rocco to tell everything--everything he could use against her. The reason for Phil’s dogged silence the last day pushed into her hectic mind.
 

“I know. I also know you wouldn’t be standing here if Chiara hadn’t stopped me.”
 

“Are you threatening me?” Phil said.
 

“Stop it,” Chiara snapped at Rocco.
 

Rocco’s face changed: his jaw set and his eyes sparked. “I know what you tried to do to her.”
 

“Are we talking about Friday night?” Phil said. Oh God, he already knew. How? What was he trying to accomplish? “I tried to kiss my wife.”
 

“That’s why her dress was ripped and the back torn?” Rocco said. He dropped her hand.
 

“Maybe she did that. Maybe she’s playing you,” Phil spit out. Rocco got in his face and tapped him on the chest with a thump. Phil stood his ground. “You just bought a house, huh? She’s using you. She knows she can’t get anything from me. Prenup.
Nice to have a lawyer for a sister.”
 

Rocco jostled as if a little imp had hopped on his shoulder. He punched Phil in the face. Blood trickled from Phil’s nose as Santo and Tomaso jumped on Rocco and held his arms. Sweat, patchouli, and Drakkar Noir scorched Chiara’s sinuses. A child’s scream made them all turn.
 

Isabella shot up first. “Jesus, Bobbie, you were supposed to keep the kids out,” she said.
 

The room, now crowded with warm bodies, closed in on Chiara.
 

“You hit my daddy!” Danny screeched. He ran to Phil, who put his arm around him. Chiara covered her mouth with her hands. Max sidled up behind Phil and studied Rocco, whose furious face fell.
 

“I thought you were our friend,” Max said.
 

Santo pushed out an angry breath. Chiara knelt beside Max. “It’ll be okay, honey,” she said.
 

“You shouldn’t hit people,” Max said. His little brow wrinkled.
 

“I want to go home,” Danny said.
 

“See what you’ve done,” Phil said to Chiara. “You think you’ll get custody by moving in with a drunk with assaults on his record who hit me in front of witnesses? I know that was his room you were in on Friday night. I was waiting for proof, but I think this is confirmation enough.”
 

Chiara shook her head.
 

“Daddy, I don’t understand,” Danny said, looking up at Phil.
 

“Mommy doesn’t want to live with us anymore. But I’ll always be here.”
 

“That’s not true,” Chiara wailed. She sank to her knees and tried to take Danny’s hand, but he gripped Phil’s pants and buried his face into the bunching brown slacks. Max started to cry and Isabella lifted him into a hug.
 

“I would have helped you,” Isabella said. “It didn’t need to be like this.”
 

“I’m taking the boys home,” Phil said. “They don’t need to be around you and your friend.”
 

“No!” Chiara yelled. “They’re my sons!”
 

“It scares them when you yell,” Chiara’s mom said as she stood by Phil. “Please Phil, let me come over for awhile. I can help with Max.”
 

This is how it would be, having to beg Phil for permission to see the boys.
 

“I’ll drive you, Mom,” Isabella said. She and their mom glanced, disappointed, at Chiara before gathering around Max.
 

“What about me?” Chiara said, choking on the words. She hugged herself and blinked back the tears.
 

“Obviously you need to calm down and work things out with him,” Phil said with a disgusted up and down look at her and Rocco, who still struggled silently against Tomaso and Santo’s tight grip. “Call your mom or sister when you know what you want to do and I’ll consider it.”
 

Chiara ran to Max, still in Isabella’s arms, and kissed him. “I’ll be home soon,” she said. She tried to hug and kiss Danny, but he turned away from her. “I love you,” she whispered to him. Danny glared at her, hatred shining in his eyes. He took Phil’s hand as they walked out. Chiara’s legs wobbled. Her uncle Max steadied her. Bobbie and her three girls gawked from the doorway while Chiara’s dad helped his parents get their things.
 

“Take the girls home, Bobbie,” Santo said. He and Tomaso released Rocco, who rubbed his shoulder. Bobbie and the girls kissed their grandpa, great grandparents, dad, and uncles before they left. A cool breeze snuck in from the open front door. Chiara quavered as if it was the coldest winter day, not the middle of summer.
 

“I always told you to marry a nice Italian boy,” her grandpa said. He patted her cheek.
 

Her grandma tisked at her. “A granddaughter of mine, cheating--”
 

“According to you, she’s not even married, huh?” Grandpa Vitale said to his wife. “Never married in the church.” Grandma sighed, used to her husband pushing her buttons. Usually Chiara would laugh.
 

“I’ll walk you out,” Chiara’s dad said, taking his mom’s arm. They exchanged goodnights. Chiara went numb at the look of disgust her father shot her as he walked out.
 

“Chiara, we’ll work it out,” Rocco said. He reached for her. She huddled low, like a cat about to attack.
 

“Shut up! How could you do this to me?”
 

His shoulders hunched. “What? I only wanted--”
 

“We know what you wanted and it sounds like you already got it,” Santo said. “Leave her alone.”
 

“No. I could have left you alone, Chiara, but you came to me. You can’t tell me that meant nothing to you,” he said, his voice low and soft as he approached.
 

She put her hands over her face before staring at him. Each word he uttered wove into a poem, a song sung only for her. Leaning into him, she lost herself in his intense, sparkling brown eyes. He kissed her, quick but deep. A sour taste he had never had before made her push him away.
 

“Have you been drinking?” she said.
 

He stepped back, or maybe Santo pulled him away. Rocco wouldn’t meet her eyes now.
 

“No big deal,” he said. “I only had a couple before I came here.”
 

“How can you after what you told me about Shawn?”
 

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I knew it might be a bad scene.”
 

“No shit Sherlock,” Santo said. “What, thought you could play Chiara and Isabella the way you did Bobbie and Erica? You think you could get away with that again? I should have finished you off when I had the chance.”
 

“What?” Chiara said, rubbing her arms. Her uncle Max and her dad spoke in the far corner of the room, which crackled with testosterone and hostility.
 

“Get over it, that was all a long time ago,” Rocco said. He sounded dismissive, but his eyes said something else, more Chiara didn’t want to know.
 

“Chiara, I can’t believe you fell for this dog,” Santo said. “Then again, you never could see past your hormones.”
 

Rocco spun around and jabbed Santo in the gut with a hard thwack. Uncle Max and Tomaso ran and restrained him, which Santo used as an excuse to right himself and throw an uppercut to Rocco’s jaw and a nasty lob into his sore shoulder before their dad shouted at him to stop.
 

“You see what you’ve brought into my house,” Chiara’s dad said to her. He made a spitting noise. “You are no daughter of mine, dirty puttana.”
 

Chiara’s cheeks stung as if he’d slapped her.
 

“Santo,” Uncle Max said to her dad, “don’t say things you’ll regret.”
 

“I’ll be upstairs. Son, take out this trash, eh?” Her father pulled himself tall. His footsteps trudged up the stairs before a door slammed. Chiara exhaled at the finality of it.
 

“How can you let him talk to her like that?” Rocco said. “Don’t listen to them, Chiara. You’re beautiful. I--”
 

“Shut up,” Santo said. “Need another lesson?”
 

Chiara crumpled to the floor. Rocco and her uncle both reached her at the same moment. She let them lift her to the couch, still warm from her parents’ bodies. Chiara’s body ached like when the anesthetic had begun to wear off after her c-section. The pain singed where Rocco had been inside her, had made her believe more than she should, made her feel things she shouldn’t. He and Uncle Max flanked her. Rocco held her hand.
 

“Come home with me,” Rocco said. His fingertips traced her cheek.
 

“Oh hell no,” Santo said. “Chiara, you can’t believe a word he says.”
 

“Like I should believe you?” Chiara countered.
 

“You can believe me,” Tomaso said. He knelt in front of Chiara and took her hands, forcing Rocco’s aside. Tomaso’s strong, understanding, dark eyes pleaded with her. They had always been close, only two years apart. “Remember when Santo and I were in high school, his senior year? He was dating Bobbie and I was seeing her younger sister?”
 

“Erica?” Chiara said, vague remembrances of the time floating back. Chiara was twelve or thirteen then.
 

“Yeah.”
 

“I was going to tell you--” Rocco said.
 

Tomaso shook his head. “We’ve heard enough from you.” Rocco leaned forward. “He always had a rep, you know, slept with anyone willing and a few he persuaded. Like Erica, it was her first time. I guess he thought she got too attached to him so he decided sleeping with Bobbie would be a good way to dump Erica. She was devastated. Bobbie didn’t know about him and Erica. She and Santo had a fight and this asshole got her drunk…you can’t trust him. Santo and I thought we’d convinced him to stop that shit, but he…” Tomaso looked to Santo.
 

Chiara leaned back into the couch and shut her eyes.
 

“At our five year reunion, he hadn’t changed, and he was married, two babies at home. He didn’t try anything with Bobbie, not then,” Santo said. Chiara knew that was the year Santo and Bobbie got married.
 

“Don’t try to blame me for everything,” Rocco said. He stood.
 

“I don’t need to try,” Santo said. “At our ten year reunion, he got to Bobbie.”
 

“Bullshit,” Rocco said. “She came onto me, said you were cheating on her--”
 

“So what?” Santo said. “You don’t screw with another man’s wife! See how he is, Chiara?”
 

“Is this true?” Chiara whispered. She glanced at Rocco, who returned her look. “Did you sleep with Bobbie?”
 

“Yes,” he said.
 

She put her head in her hands and hunched forward.
 

“None of that has anything to do with us--” he said.
 

“Doesn’t it?” she said. It only showed she’d been a fool to believe in him, to believe she was different than any other woman he’d been with. That was probably how he made them all feel. Now her worst fears would happen, were happening. “I never want to see you again!” she tried to shout, but her throat constricted, too hoarse from the yelling and choked-on tears.
 

“Get out,” Santo said. “I won’t need a bat to beat you down this time. High school sweethearts are nothing compared to my family,” he said. He edged toward Rocco. Chiara trembled. She’d seen Santo angry plenty, but now his eyes flashed, murderous.
 

“Don’t hurt him,” Chiara said. Santo and Rocco glanced at her. Maybe they didn’t know who she meant as clearly Rocco was ready for a fight too. He hunkered down, his fists clenched.
 

Uncle Max stood. “I might not have jurisdiction here, but I have friends at the sheriff’s office. I don’t think either of you wants to spend a night in lockup. You,” he said to Rocco, “should leave. Should I call you a cab?” Uncle Max often played his cop card to keep people in line. He’d been with the SFPD for over twenty years.
 

“I’m not drunk and I’m not leaving without Chiara,” Rocco said.
 

Soft, tender ripples flowed through her. She pinched her thigh, needing to wake herself from her foolish dreams. “You really believe I’d go with you?” she said. She sounded shrill. “You ruined everything. I had it under control--”
 

Santo laughed. “Apparently not,” he said. “Get out. You think I’d let you take her even if she wanted to go?”
 

Chiara bristled. “You are such a pig,” she said. “Jen was right about you.”
 

“She didn’t mean it, she liked to tease me,” Santo said. Chiara stared at him.
 

“Come on, Uncle Max. Let’s take this one outside,” Tomaso said with a nod at Rocco, who shook his head.
 

“I can have a sheriff’s car here in five minutes,” Uncle Max said. “We just want to talk.”
 

“Fine,” Rocco said. Chiara felt his presence, his intent gaze, but she needed to know what Santo meant. A few ideas, too outlandish to say, appeared. Heavy footsteps echoed down the hall before the front door thumped shut.
 

“What are you talking about?” Chiara said. “Jen never liked you. We told each other everything.”
 

Santo shook his head. 
 

“It was you? The older guy she seduced for her first time?” Chiara pulled her knees into her stomach to try to stop the queasiness.
 

“She didn’t have to try hard.”
 

“She was only fifteen, my best friend. You were twenty. That’s just wrong.”
 

“Oh, Miss Perfect? I loved her, so you can just shut your mouth.”
 

“No, you didn’t even come to her funeral,” Chiara said, looking up at him. Her forehead wrinkled. The tears would come soon.
 

“I couldn’t. I couldn’t see her…” Santo turned away, his head down.
 

“You were the married man she was having an affair with? Oh God,” Chiara groaned. Everyone lied, everyone betrayed.
 

“Yes. It started the New Year’s after you moved back to San Diego. I left Bobbie after a year, but Jenny made me go back. She got sick…Dad knew, he told me not to leave my girls like that. But I loved Jenny.”
 

“You took care of her, didn’t you? She told me…I didn’t know. How could I not have known? Why didn’t she tell me it was you?” Jen only told Chiara about the cancer at the very end. And about the man, the man she loved. How he had taken her to all her appointments, held her hand while they drew blood or during chemo, remembered to play her favorite music, lay with her in her hospital bed when the end was near. That it could have been Santo, her unfeeling pig of a brother, never occurred to Chiara. But they had both lied, both denied Chiara the comfort of being there for her best friend.
 

“She wanted to protect me. She knew I would go back to Bobbie, she told me to when she knew she was going to…” Santo’s voice softened almost to a whisper. “I should give you this.” He pulled his wallet from his pocket and dug out a folded paper. “She told me to give it to you, but they were the last words she wrote…” His hand trembled as he held it to her. He sank into the couch.
 

Chiara opened the letter, but it was too creased and worn to read. She glanced at her brother; his eyes reddened and swam with tears. He did love. They were liars, all, but they felt. “I can’t read it,” she said.
 

“I know what it says,” he said. “She wanted you to know about us. She wanted you to remember how much we all love you, your whole family, that we should forgive each other. Not to mourn her, but to live as if she was there egging you on. To be open to life, not get closed off. ‘Let out the crazy dirty girl. Love always, Jen’ that was the end.” He laid his head back, his eyes closed.  A lone tear dropped onto his shirt. Chiara had never seen him cry.
 

“This was my letter. You kept it from me.”
 

“She was the love of my life,” he said hoarsely. “You wouldn’t understand.”
 

“I understand that if I’d read this ten years ago, I might not have ever married Phil.”
 

“Then you wouldn’t have your boys,” he said. His voice leveled out but he didn’t move.
 

“That’s not the point.” Chiara wasn’t sure what the point was. She stiffened, frozen again. Nothing, she wouldn’t let anyone break through again. Trust was a sham, an illusion. Even her own children would betray her. As they had been betrayed.

 

 Santo sat up and glanced at her. His mouth set in a line and his shoulders edged back, as usual. “You better call Isabella,” he said. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention any of this again.” He stood and went outside.
 

Chiara forced herself to stand and find her purse behind the couch by the window. She peeked out the curtain. The porch where Rocco probably was couldn’t be seen from where she stood. Streetlights bathed the sidewalks in an orangey glow. The Bitmans from down the block walked their little white dog across the street. The same street she and Jen used to run and play hopscotch on. And there, in the corner, the old apple tree reached out into the picket fenced front yard. The tree she’d clamored up to read and dream. Dreams of marriage and children, of a handsome, kind, exciting man who would whisk her away from her crazy family, a man who would love her above all else, a man she could give her whole secret self to. Dreams she now knew were childish fantasies. She could no longer hold them, just as the apple tree could no longer support her.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty
 

 
 

“I don’t understand why you’re still here,” Tomaso said to him. Rocco stared at the yard, an old, twisted apple tree in the far corner. A great kids’ lookout.
 

“I care about your sister,” he said. He wasn’t about to admit his true feelings until he and Chiara spoke. But he wouldn’t be an asshole to Tomaso. He owed him his life, in a way. Though what that life would be worth if Chiara meant what she said…
 

“Bullshit,” Santo said as he pulled the front door shut behind him.
 

Rocco’d stood silently while Tomaso and Chiara’s uncle Max interrogated him, but he wouldn’t take any crap from Santo.
 

“Just call the cops,” Santo continued. “Disturbing the peace or something. They’ll trust you, Uncle Max.”
 

“You should know me better than that,” Max said. “I don’t like what I’m hearing about you and your brother. I hope that was the only time you decided to try vigilante justice.”
 

“Should have strung him up by his balls,” Santo muttered.
 

Rocco snorted. “Fuck off.”
 

“I leave that to you,” Santo said.
 

“Maybe that’s your problem,” Rocco said.
 

“Both of you, shut it,” Tomaso said. “This is about Chiara. Though I wouldn’t put it past you to be using her. Maybe when you found out she’s our sister, you decided to get revenge for what we did to you.”
 

“If I wanted to get back at you, I would have called the cops the night you almost beat me to death, wouldn’t I? Kind of extreme just because I screwed both your girlfriends. Not my fault you weren’t taking care of their needs,” Rocco said. His anger made him say stupid stuff. He’d never get back in with Chiara if he kept that up.
 

“I was starting to sympathize,” Max said. “But now I can understand why they knocked the crap out of you. Leave my niece alone. I can’t say I care for Phil, but this kind of situation never works out well. If you really care about her, you’ll wait until she’s divorced and her head’s cleared.”
 

“I can help her--”
 

“It would be worth a night in jail to get you outta here,” Santo said, advancing on him. His uncle strong-armed him.
 

“Tomaso, take this one home, will you? I can handle things,” Max said.
 

“We should go in and say goodbye--” Santo said, eyeing Rocco.
 

“I think Chiara’s had enough and your dad won’t be down again. Your wife and girls need you at home.”
 

Santo didn’t move. He and Rocco stared each other down.
 

“Come on, I want to get home too,” Tomaso said.
 

Santo clenched his jaw and looked away. Rocco let out the breath he held. Santo shrugged and followed his brother to his car. Max stretched and flexed. Her uncle couldn’t be much older than he and Santo, maybe fifty at the most. But Rocco might be able to take him down…what kind of dumbass was he? Obviously this man was important to Chiara; her son was named after him. They watched as Tomaso’s car pulled away and disappeared down the street into the dim night.
 

“From what my sister’s told me, you come from a good family. You think they’d like what you’re doing?”
 

“They’d understand.” Well, eventually, once he and Chiara were able to get married.
 

“Understand you breaking up my niece’s marriage?”
 

“It was already broken.”
 

“Maybe, but you made things worse, or at least Chiara thinks so.”
 

“She’s just upset.” Rocco hoped that was true.
 

“How long have you known her?”
 

“A month.”
 

“Pssh,” Max said disparagingly. “No better than teenagers, the two of you.” He shook his head. “Maybe you can afford to act like that, but Chiara can’t. She’s got those two boys. She should have known better…” he trailed off as Chiara stepped out onto the porch.
 

“You’re right,” Chiara said. Rocco leaned back against the post, the wind knocked out of him. “Why are you still here?” she said to Rocco.
 

He gazed at her, he couldn’t help himself. Her eyes sparkled bright like the stars in the clear sky surrounding them. “I’m sorry. I wish I hadn’t had those drinks. I swear I’ll never touch another drop if you--”
 

“I can’t be responsible for your sobriety,” she said. Her voice had lost its expression. She sounded hollow, almost like the echo in an empty room. If he could hold her, they could fill each other back up.
 

“I know,” he said. But she could make it a hell of a lot easier. “Please come home with me.” He’d get down on one knee now if her uncle wasn’t standing there.
 

“No. I called Isabella. Phil said he’ll let me come home, at least until the boys start school.”
 

“You can’t go back there. He might--”
 

“I don’t need you. Don’t need anyone. But my boys need me.”
 

The urge to lash out bubbled in him. He couldn’t stand to hear her voice, all dejection and emptiness. Had he done that to her? His brows pushed together so hard his head throbbed.
 

“Chiara,” Max said. “What’s he talking about? Has Phil been--”
 

“No. It was nothing, really. He’s just blowing it out of proportion.” She sounded so tired, no joy in her voice.
 

Max studied him. Rocco shook his head. “I think if you weren’t so strong he would have raped you,” Rocco said in a quiet voice.
 

Chiara’s cheeks flamed red, like the streak of crimson in the sunset earlier. “How dare you,” she said. “You don’t know Phil, you don’t even know me.”
 

“I know what men are capable of,” he said. He tried to ignore the slow bleed her words affected. 
 

“What men like you are,” she said. “Phil is nothing like you. I guess I should have appreciated what I had. The wine isn’t always smoother from another barrel, sometimes it’s just rancid.”
 

He shut his eyes and saw himself, bloodied and bruised, backed up against a tree in a corner of Vickers Park, trying not to give into the pain, trying to stay awake, hoping Tomaso hadn’t lied when he whispered that he would call Ray to come get him. The ache he felt when he opened his eyes and saw Chiara’s face rivaled the remembered agony. Any idea that she believed in him, or loved him, or even wanted him incinerated in the heat of her hatred and anger.
 

Her uncle rubbed her back lightly and she focused her eyes on him. “I’ll drive you home, sweetheart,” he said.
 

Rocco faced the street and tried to make his feet step down, but he couldn’t. Hope clung to him like Sabrina used to hang off his neck, not wanting him to leave at bedtime. Chiara’s heels clicked on the stairs and down the path. Her black dress, the same dress she’d worn on their first sort-of date, taunted him as it flicked to and fro with each step. Each step away from him.
 

“You can’t stand there all night,” Max said to him from the bottom of the stairs. “Loitering.”
 

Chiara stopped, her hand on the gate. But she didn’t look back. Rocco shuffled down the stairs. As he passed Max, the older man patted his back. Rocco almost smiled--the gesture seemed friendly.
 

“We’ll be watching you,” Max whispered to him as he edged past to escort Chiara out.
 

Rocco slumped but managed to follow them out the gate and to his truck, which was parked behind Max’s Chevy Blazer. He watched Max as he opened the door for Chiara, who slid into the seat sideways, like a lady. Yet her high fuck-me heels kicked out as she swung her feet in, making him stiffen. He jogged to his door and jumped in. Max’s SUV pulled away. Rocco tracked it until its red headlights turned right at the end of the street. He drove the same route; he could see the other car ahead of him almost the whole way home. Almost.
 

He lay in his bed. Not even ten at night and here he was, alone and cold. He pulled the extra blanket up over the sheet, but it didn’t warm him. Only Chiara could do that. He’d sat in the driveway when he got home half an hour ago, thinking about going out. But he couldn’t, he didn’t want to.
 

He stared at the ceiling. He should paint it, maybe dark blue, some stars even. The vast white depressed him. But a mural of the heavens? What was he, ten again? He exhaled. She went back to the husband. Surely they would get a divorce, though. Her uncle hadn’t shot him down completely--he’d said maybe when Chiara was divorced. Of course, there was the comment about watching him, but he might mean they would be checking him out to make sure he was worthy of her, if he had really changed.
 

He should work tomorrow. He reached for the phone and called his parents’. His mom answered, sounding concerned as soon as he said hello.
 

“Are you coming down with something?” she asked. “You weren’t yourself today and Sabrina told me you seemed tired yesterday.”
 

“Fine, don’t worry.” He hated when his family worried about him. “I need to talk to Dad.”
 

“He and Shawn are playing chess. Is it urgent?”
 

“The kids still there?”
 

“Yes, they’re all spending the night, Sabrina, Maddy, and Shawn. He’s driving them home tomorrow. You want to come over? I could make you some nice tea, maybe a little soup?”
 

“No, thanks, Mom. I’ll work tomorrow after all, if you could tell Dad.”
 

“We already told Juan to cover for you,” she said. “Why not do something? Sabrina wants to talk to you.”
 

“Mom, no--” Too late.
 

“Daddy? You’re free tomorrow?”
 

“Working.”
 

“But Grandma just said…we never did anything for the Fourth, why not tomorrow? Maybe a Giants game?”
 

“Out of town,” he said. 
 

“What about a picnic? Like you used to take us on when we were kids? I could--”
 

“I gotta go, my cell’s ringing,” he said. He let Sabrina get out a “bye” before he hung up.
 

Lies. He didn’t want to be a liar anymore. So many women he’d lied to. Had Chiara lied to him? Or had he been so deep in his own feelings he misinterpreted hers? He knew now what had happened with so many of those women, who assumed he loved them or wanted a relationship after a hot night together. He’d never understood before, dismissed them as overly emotional.
 

Chiara was different. He would need sex, but the thought of it with anyone but Chiara was distasteful. Like biting into an apple and finding it mealy. Chiara wasn’t even an apple. Apples could be good, crunchy and mellow, sometimes the blemished ones the best tasting. But oranges were his favorite. A really good one was hard to find. Once he’d had the perfect orange, smooth-skinned and fragrant and, peeling it, the surprise of a red, jeweled interior--juicy, sweet but sharp. He’d never found one quite as good again. But he kept trying.
 

By the next afternoon, he was done. He’d checked on the two jobsites, did some paperwork for his parents, got a few things at OSH, his body aching and tired. All he wanted was a hot bath--he really needed to install a whirlpool tub--and a nice bottle of scotch. One last hurrah and then he’d stop.
 

He lasted about five minutes in the bath. All he could think of was Chiara. He took a quick shower instead before he settled on the couch with the bottle and a glass on the coffee table. He flipped on the TV, though the Giants game wouldn’t start for a few more hours. It was just noise anyway, something to cut the silence.
 

He downed the first glass. Pouring another, he stopped. The glass stayed on the table. He leaned back and shut his eyes. When he’d kissed Chiara last night, she returned his exploration, the pressure of his lips, until she must have tasted the alcohol on him. If he hadn’t had those drinks last night, maybe she would be with him right now. He could taste her. What kind of man needed a couple drinks to find the courage to get his woman, his love? No man, but a coward. Shit.
 

Lifting the bottle and glass, he strode into the kitchen. Glass in the sink, now for the scotch, down the drain. His hand trembled a bit. He set the bottle down. A knock echoed from the front door. Brushing his hands on his shorts, he hurried to answer it.
 

“Hi Dad,” Sabrina and Shawn said. “Happy Birthday!”
 

He didn’t say anything, afraid they’d smell the liquor. But they walked in and there would be no hiding it now. “Thanks,” he said. “I was just fixing something in the kitchen.”
 

“We’ll help,” Shawn said, walking ahead of him. Rocco tried to get there, but Sabrina took his arm. “What’s this? Dammit.”
 

Sabrina dropped his arm. “Daddy?” she asked, sounding seven again, disappointed because he missed her ballet recital, out drinking.
 

Rocco pulled himself tall and ground his teeth together. “It’s not…I was just pouring it out, I swear to God.”
 

“And we should believe you?” Shawn said. He poured the amber liquid down the drain, the bottle thudded into the recycle bin. His kids stood together, arms crossed, waiting.
 

“I don’t want to do this again. I’m different now.” He wasn’t sure, but he would try.
 

“Oh, Daddy,” Sabrina said. She dropped her arms with a sigh and hugged him. “You need someone. I could move in here, go to Las Positas for a couple years like Shawn did.”
 

“No, absolutely not. You and Maddy are going to have a great time together--”
 

“But I’m thinking of transferring in a couple years anyway…”
 

“I’ll be fine,” he said.
 

Shawn studied him. “Hey, what if, look, you know Mom and John are planning on getting married?” Rocco nodded. “How about if Sabrina and I move in for the rest of summer? We could help you with this place, spend some time with Grandma and Grandpa, our stuff’s mostly packed anyway. Huh, Sabrina?”
 

“Yes, that’s perfect! That’s what we’ll do.”
 

“But your Mom,” Rocco said.
 

“She and John are busy and you know she’s got her job and all,” Sabrina said.
 

“I don’t have the bedrooms furnished, and the bathroom, it’s unusable.”
 

“No problem,” Sabrina said. “You and Shawn can do the bathroom and I’ll get furniture.”
 

“What about your friends?”
 

“Maddy and I will be in San Diego together.”
 

“I didn’t make any close friends at Las Positas. This will be good. I’ll call Mom.”
 

“You can’t go furniture shopping by yourself,” Rocco said. The weight, the tiredness, began to lift, knowing they wouldn’t let him stop them now.
 

“I know. Oh! Grandma said Chiara lives around the corner. I’ll ask her,” Sabrina said. 
 

Rocco rubbed his forehead. How the hell did she jump to Chiara? “What about your grandma?”
 

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “She has to work, remember? The secretary quit to have a baby. Everyone works, but not Chiara.” He didn’t care that her tone told him she thought he was an idiot. Was that a playful twinkle in his daughter’s eye? Hum.
 

“She has her boys.”
 

“They can come too. In fact, if they like me, maybe she’ll hire me to babysit sometimes. I could use a bit more in my savings.”
 

Rocco chuckled. “You have more saved than I do,” he said. Maybe not strictly true, but pretty close. Saving was one lesson from his parents that stuck and his kids got it too.
 

“Can’t have too much saved,” she said.
 

Shawn spoke on his phone in the living room. Rocco’s shoulders eased down as his son clicked shut his phone. “Mom said that would be great. Better show me that bathroom, see what we need to do.”
 

Rocco put an arm over his son’s shoulders. They were okay. He glanced at Sabrina. Her wheels turned, he could tell by her sideways grin and far-off look. Maybe if Chiara saw kids could turn out okay after a divorce, it would help her. Leave it to Sabrina.
 

He patted Shawn’s back as they surveyed the spare bathroom. It was okay to need people. It was good to love.
 

“We can fix this,” Shawn said.
 

“Anything can be repaired,” Rocco said. He smiled.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 

 
 

Chiara’s stomach knotted. This was worse than morning sickness. No end in sight and no sweet baby to show for the suffering, either. Only the promise of no Phil.
But at the price of a possibly nasty divorce and custody battle.
 

Soon he’d be home. He and Danny wouldn’t talk to her except to ask for something. Even Max was quiet, for him. She began to wonder how things could ever get better. Guilty, she’d taken the boys to the park and out to lunch at The Ice Creamery. Prepared a dinner the boys and Phil liked: fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn sauté, and biscuits. She couldn’t worry too much about nutrition just then.
 

The phone rang, and while she dreaded it might be Isabella or her mom calling to upbraid or grill her again, she answered, needing to hear another person’s voice.
 

A girl’s cheerful voice responded to her hello. “It’s Sabrina,” she said. Chiara’s stomach jumped. “How are you?”
 

“Fine, thanks,” Chiara said. She leaned against the counter to support her wobbly self.
 

“I have a favor to ask. Shawn and I are moving in with Dad for the rest of summer and I’m in charge of furniture and stuff. Dad doesn’t have much. Everyone’s working and I hoped you and your boys might be able to come shopping with me sometime? I’d really appreciate it.”
 

Sabrina might not have gone on so long had Chiara been able to talk. She tightened her grip on the phone and tried to take a deep breath, but failed. “I, umm…” Chiara’s mind threw words out, but none made any sense to her. Images of their afternoon together scrolled. Rocco, some connection to him…
 

“Dad just doesn’t have time, but I do and I love decorating. I’d really like to make his house nice, you know? No fun visiting a bachelor pad,” Sabrina said. She spoke quickly, as if she thought Chiara might hang up on her. Maybe she should, but she could never do that. Sabrina was sweet and she was Rocco’s daughter. So innocent, it would all be blameless.
 

“Okay, sure. Maybe Ikea first? The boys like to go there for the play area and the food.” This could be good, Chiara needed to see how much things cost, since she’d need to furnish rooms for the boys when she moved out. Though how she’d afford an apartment with no job…
 

“Great,” Sabrina said. “I’m making Dad a birthday dinner, so I better go.”
 

Chiara squeezed her waist with her free arm, in an effort to stop the queasy longing. “Wish him a happy birthday from me,” she said softly.
 

“Sure. Oh, let me give you the number here so you can call when you’re free.”
 

Chiara scrambled for a pen and paper and scribbled the number before saying goodbye. She pushed the phone back on its cradle without looking and shut herself in the laundry room. Taking some deep breaths, she studied her hands. They trembled. Rocco may have been wrong in how he went about it, but all he wanted was to take her home, he wanted her there with him on his birthday. Birthdays were special to Chiara, the day you could do what you wanted, even eat cake for breakfast.
 

She kicked the dryer. A hollow thump echoed in the white space. Phil never let her paint any of the rooms. She’d have blues, pinks, greens, a little red, a galaxy of stars on her bedroom ceiling so she could pretend to gaze at the heavens as evening approached, or to wake up to in the morning. The night sky held so much mystery and promise, a luminescence and sparkle impossible in daylight. Something clattered onto the floor in the kitchen. She ran out.
 

“Danny!” she shrieked. A bowl laid upturned, biscuits scattered on the floor of the kitchen. “Never go near the stove unless I’m here!”
 

“Why aren’t you here?” Phil asked as he appeared in the doorway. “Don’t yell.”
 

Danny ran to him and hugged him while Max sucked his finger as he cowered behind Phil. Max didn’t even suck his thumb as a baby. Chiara hugged her arms but kept a steady gaze on the trio. 
 

“I was only in the laundry room for a moment,” she said.
 

“On the phone with your friend?” he said. He knew, all this time, he knew. The corners of her mouth tightened.
 

“No,” she said.
 

“Danny, was Mommy on the phone?”
 

“Yes,” Danny whispered. 
 

“It was just Isabella,” she said.
 

Phil went to the phone, the boys trailing him. His shoulder pushed Chiara’s as he dialed, only three digits. After a silent few seconds, he hung up. “Didn’t sound like your sister.”
 

Chiara shut her eyes.
 

“Max,” Phil said, bending down to his level. “When that man was here, the one who was at Grandma and Grandpa’s last night, did he and Mommy leave you alone?”
 

How did he even know Rocco had been here? Max glanced at her, as if afraid to say the wrong thing. “Tell Daddy the truth,” she said.
 

“No, he read me a book and talked to me, that’s all,” Max said.
 

Chiara narrowed her eyes at Phil.
 

“Dinner ready?” he said.
 

Chiara nodded and he and the boys washed their hands while she cleaned up the mess and set the food on the table. A quiet dinner followed, as was the rest of the night. Chiara wanted to blast Phil, but she knew it was safer to hold her tongue.
 

A few days later, Chiara felt as spun back as one of the boys’ toy cars, and just as ready to speed out of control if released. Her patience with the boys stretched to its limit with Danny’s disobedience, even at the park, where she’d taken them every day. It was only ten in the morning and already she’d sent them to their room for back-talking her. The phone rang--it was Sabrina. Chiara bit her lip. One more thing to feel guilty about: she’d never called her when she said she would.
 

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Sabrina said.
 

“You’re not,” Chiara said. “I meant to call, but…”
 

“I really need to get something. Shawn and I are moving our stuff in this weekend. He and Dad have been working hard on the bathroom. I did some checking online, and I think we’d have better luck over at the Southland Mall, at Sears or JC Penney. Would you still go?”
 

“Sure, we can go today, if you want.”
 

“Great, should I walk over?”
 

Chiara agreed and gave her the address. She wasn’t so sure it would be great if Danny and Max didn’t behave.
 

Chiara had forgotten the appeal a pretty, cheerful young woman had with her little boys. They beamed at her, glancing at their mother in surprise that she would know such a person. Sabrina charmed them from the first hello and they followed her around the mall, eager to please. The four of them got more done in that morning than Chiara usually managed in a few days of errands with them on her own. They ate lunch at McDonalds, a rare treat for the boys, before shopping for bedding and accessories to go with the bed frames they’d bought. Sabrina said her dad would take her to get mattresses tomorrow. Somehow, they squeezed their purchases into Chiara’s little SUV, though she couldn’t see out the back.
 

Pulling into Rocco’s driveway, Chiara scolded herself for the contented warmth which made her feel she was home. Being there was a mistake. But Sabrina chatted happily, promising Max he could help Shawn work on the bathroom, or maybe assemble one of the beds, before she listened attentively to Danny expound on his vast knowledge of gardening as they walked into the house. Shawn ambled out and greeted them, no hint of knowing her secret. They all unloaded the car, Chiara taking time to notice the swaying birch trees in the front yard, the neatly trimmed grass and well maintained wood fence. Some flowers would be a nice touch of color, she mused before shaking her head at herself.
 

But Sabrina took her through the house, eliciting all such opinions from Chiara, from what kind of table should go in the dining room, with its built in hutches, to what colors to paint the bedrooms. At least they didn’t go into Rocco’s room. The boys began to grumble about being bored, so Sabrina took Danny outside to get his advice about the back yard while Shawn led Max into the bathroom, where he let Max help him install some towel hooks. Chiara walked into the kitchen, smoothing her hand along the walls as she went. She found a tray on one of the many counters, set glasses on it, and poured them some juice and sparkling waters. The phone rang. No one answered, until the machine picked up. Rocco’s deep voice filled the space.
 

“Shawn, pick up,” he said. “Come on.” Chiara’s body tightened. He sounded urgent. What if something had happened to him? Panic burned through her. A frustrated breath punctuated the silence.
 

“Rocco,” she said as she picked up the phone. “It’s Chiara. Are you okay?”
 

He paused. “Yeah. Did I call the wrong number?” he said, his voice bordering on laughter.
 

“We went furniture shopping with Sabrina. She’s outside with Danny and Max is helping Shawn.”
 

“Oh, thanks. Can you put Shawn on,” he asked. “I needed a measurement.”
 

“Sure,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as disappointed and low as she felt. She walked down the hall, the drill whirring from behind the bathroom door. She knocked.
 

“Chiara,” Rocco said in a low voice. “Are you okay?” He stressed the you. He knew she wasn’t.
 

“Here he is,” she said when Shawn appeared. She handed him the phone. “It’s your dad,” she whispered. He nodded and took the phone.
 

She gripped her throat as she walked into the living room. An urge to scream and hit or curl into a fetal position froze her. She should absolutely not be here. Phil would find out and then it would be one more thing he could turn into something dirty, something to add to his growing list of how she was an unfit mother. She knew she wasn’t, she knew it took a lot more than she did to have the court decide that, but those facts didn’t change the nagging loop in her head that she was guilty, that, somehow, Phil was right.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 

 
 

Seven weeks. Rocco glanced at his iPhone calendar. Seven weeks to the day since he and Chiara made love. He leaned his head back and breathed in the metallic tinged air of his truck. And he hadn’t seen her since the night at her parents’, other than a few lucky glimpses as she got in or out of her car in her driveway.
 

He shrugged his shoulder. The too-familiar bleakness began to creep in on him. Sabrina was gone, left for San Diego last week with her mom. Shawn drove away this morning for a weekend with an old high school friend at his family cabin near Jamestown. It would be Rocco’s first weekend alone in a while. He hoped his redecorated house would help ease the ache, but as he wandered around it this morning, it only reminded him of Chiara and her absence from his life. He slapped his thigh and jumped out of his truck before sliding his phone into his pocket.
 

“Hi,” Isabella said through tears as she opened her front door. Oh boy. He’d only come over to her new house as a favor; Faith and Isabella had gotten to be good friends and Faith promised he’d give the house a once-over and see if a half bath could be added on. Isabella shuffled into the living room, her black slippers scuffing the hardwood floor. He walked into the open space and shut the front door behind him.
 

“Anything I can do?” he said.
 

Her back shrugged as she sobbed. She grabbed a tissue from the box on the coffee table. Her furnishings were modern where Chiara’s tended toward traditional. He shook his head. He couldn’t make it through more than a few thoughts without Chiara intruding. He’d even met women at clubs or bars in the last month--he drank soda--but ended up chasing them off with his talk of her.
 

Isabella turned and threw herself into him, hugging his waist. He patted her back as he would Sabrina’s or Faith’s. After several minutes, she began to sniffle and quiet. He seemed to have that effect on crying women. Unfortunately, many took this as a sign of some connection, when in fact he just stood there, though he did always feel sympathy, even if it was short-lived.
 

The front door swooshed open. He glanced back. Chiara stepped into the room, her irritated expression deepening into a fierce scowl. Bum luck. He tried to edge away from Isabella but she held on.
 

“That you, So?” Isabella said, her voice muffled as her cheek pressed into his chest.
 

Chiara’s jaw flinched but otherwise she was still. He’d rather she pounced on them and hit him like she did at his mom’s party--at least it would show she still had some feeling for him. His hopes had taken flight when she helped Sabrina several times, but nose dived each time she managed to be gone before he got home. He had even called her a couple times to thank her, but she wouldn’t pick up her cell for him and never returned his messages.
 

“Yes, La,” she said. Her voice grated on him, almost expressionless except the edge. He couldn’t tell if it was anger, sadness, or resignation. “Sorry to interrupt. Maybe we need a signal on the door when you have certain company.” Her acrid tone made his mouth go dry. He pried Isabella’s arms from him and gave Chiara a help me look. She raised her eyebrows.
 

“I won’t have that anymore,” Isabella wailed as she latched onto Chiara. The tightness in Rocco’s back eased out, even though Chiara still frowned at him.
 

“What happened, La?” she said, her voice soft and low as she smoothed back her sister’s hair. She could calm a spitting cat with that voice.
 

“Matt called. I thought he would want to get back together, like always. Instead, he told me he’s getting married,” Isabella said, her voice rising in a cry on the last word.
 

“Oh, La, we sure can pick ‘em,” Chiara said. Rocco shifted his feet. He had no desire to be present for a man-bashing fest. She was one to talk, anyway. He could say a few things about women and their lack of sensitivity. Did he really just think that? This lack of sex thing was warping his mind.
 

“Uh, I’ll just take a look around, okay?” he said. “Faith said you wanted the half bath near this front room?” Thank goodness he’d made Faith tell him what Isabella wanted him to do.
 

Isabella nodded as she wiped her cheeks and Chiara led her to the sofa. He walked down the hall and into the bathroom at the end. It appeared recently remodeled and after a quick inspection, he couldn’t find any problems. Two bedrooms, he guessed, were behind doors on either side of the L shaped hall, sandwiching the bathroom. Pretty small, but roomy enough for a single person, especially with the large living room. Cosmetically, everything was fine.
 

He wandered back out. Isabella sat on the couch, blowing her nose. He hurried into the kitchen before she saw him. Chiara leaned in the refrigerator. Stopping in his tracks, he swallowed. Her ass did that to him every time--made his mouth water and the rest of his body snap to attention. She straightened, a pitcher of probably iced tea in hand. The refrigerator thumped shut as she faced him before placing the frosted pitcher on the counter.
 

“Want some iced tea?” she said.
 

He nodded like a bobble-head doll. Dammit. Why was he getting so flustered? He’d seen her naked, for cripes sake. Big mistake, thinking of that. She handed him a glass, thankfully turning from him quickly. He gulped down the whole thing and set the glass in the sink while Chiara brought a glass to Isabella. Neither the chink of the ice nor the tap of the cup on the sink bottom made her notice him again. Just as well. An odd-shaped unused space caught his attention. Possibly it could work for a half bath depending on the plumbing.
 

“You sure you’ll be okay, La?” Chiara said. The living room and kitchen were right next to each other, so he could hear every word.
 

“Yeah, I know this is your last dinner there, not that you won’t have dinner as a family again…” Isabella trailed off, sounding awkward.
 

Rocco’s brows pushed together briefly.
 

“I’ll just unload my car and go. Be back after I help tuck the boys in, maybe eight-thirty.”
 

“Just as well,” Isabella said. “I’ll probably hole up in my room and watch a movie.”
 

Chiara was moving in here? Shouldn’t that jerk Phil be moving out?
 

“I think,” Rocco said as he walked toward them, “you could put a half bath over there.” He pointed to the wall behind which was the empty space. “I don’t know who you want to get…”
 

“You,” Isabella said. If only Chiara would say that to him. “I mean, if you’ll give me an estimate. I’d like to have it done ASAP, since Chiara’s moving in and the boys will be here some weekends.”
 

“Sure, but now doesn’t seem the best time, huh?” He couldn’t think straight, wondering what Chiara’s husband had pulled to get her to move out, only seeing her boys on the weekends.
 

“Yeah,” Isabella said. Her tone held a hint of anger, but he suspected it wasn’t directed at him, but whoever that Matt guy was. “Maybe you’d come back tomorrow. I know you probably don’t work Saturdays, but…”
 

“No problem,” he said. Especially not if Chiara was here. Maybe a problem, but one he wouldn’t mind having.
 

Chiara stumbled in the front door, loaded with suitcases. She must have snuck out while he was talking to Isabella.
 

“Let me get that,” he said, lifting things from her. “It’s okay to ask for help.”
 

“Right,” she said, her mouth set in a line. He hated that.
 

He wanted to say how his kids had helped him lately, or how he wanted to ask her for help sometimes, but not when she looked at him like he was full of shit.
 

“Which room?” he said. He followed her down the hall. The bedroom on the left was tiny and sparse, only a queen bed, a small square night table, and a dresser dotted the space. “How long are you staying for?” he said. He had to ask at least one of the fifty questions lined up in his mind.
 

“Until I can afford something,” she said. “Thanks, I’ve got to get the rest.”
 

She started to move past him, almost brushing against him in the small space. Her orange and sex scent nearly dropped him to his knees. “I’ll go,” he said. He didn’t wait for an answer.
 

Outside, he took a deep breath of the balmy late summer air. It just oppressed him further. He grabbed two boxes out of Chiara’s trunk. The car seats were gone. He slammed shut the door and went inside.
 

Several hours later, he sat on his couch. The TV was on, but he wasn’t watching it. When he’d gone back into Isabella’s earlier, Chiara had said thanks and left. That was it. He’d come home, heated up a frozen pizza and had a Coke. He fidgeted with the round red sofa cushion Sabrina had bought. With Chiara. Leaning back, he jumped up when a knock rapped on the front door. Probably some kid selling magazines or a sales rep. They were about to get snapped at. He pulled open the door with a jerk only to blink in shock. Chiara stood, her purse clutched to her stomach, her expression hovering between tears and resentment.
 

“My car ran out of gas on the way back to Isabella’s,” she said.
 

“Where?”
 

“Up High a little ways.”
 

“Why didn’t you go home?”
 

She shot out a short breath. “I’d just tucked in the boys. It was hard enough leaving once.”
 

“Why did you--”
 

“I came here for help, not the grand inquisition,” she said.
 

“Don’t have your cell? Why not call triple A?”
 

“It died,” she said. She turned toward the door then spun back around to face him. “You’re a real piece of work, you know?” she shouted. “What happened to Mr. ‘It’s okay to ask for help’?” she continued, tapping his chest with her finger for emphasis. Even this touch sent electric currents zapping through his nerves. “Just trying to impress Isabella, maybe? Thought you’d move in on her? Or maybe you want easy access to both of us, a little two for one?” she yelled.
 

He laughed. She was out of her mind.
 

“Don’t you dare laugh at me!” She shoved him, hard, and he stumbled back.
 

He frowned at her. Her chest rose and fell in tiny fits, her face an angry fireball. Grabbing the front of his tee shirt, she pulled him to her and kissed him. All her fury, frustration, and hurt penetrated his being in that frantic, fierce lock of their lips. He almost pushed her away, not wanting it to be like that, but then her tongue darted into his mouth, searching. He moaned. Even like this, angry and punishing, she was sweeter and more desirable than the most yielding, cheerful woman.
 

She needed him. Pulling, pushing, grabbing, kneading on him without pause, she made her urgent need for him known along every millimeter of his skin. His desperation to feel her equaled hers to touch him. His fingers tugged, pinched, caressed, and rubbed as many spots as he could reach. Her smooth skin was a balm to his work worn hands, her silken hair soothed his jittery nerves, her heat healed every ache and pain in him.
 

They moved down the hall before banging into his room, landing on his bed. He sat up as Chiara sucked his neck. A condom, he had to get one before he forgot. His mind already failed him. Leaning back, Chiara went with him, now flicking her tongue along his neck and pulling at his shirt.
 

“Whoa, cowgirl,” he said in a low drawl. Chiara stopped, hopped back, and scowled. “Gotta saddle up,” he said, waving the little packet at her. The scowl perked up on one side and her dimple showed.
 

“Up for some rough ridin’?” she said as she stripped.
 

“Give me all you got,” he said, peeling off his jeans while she threw off his tee.
 

He’d missed the first part of the show, but she made up for it. As he slid back to the pillows, she hopped onto the bed, standing over him in all her naked glory. Hot damn, what a view: feet planted, thighs parted, tiny tuft of dark hair protecting her delicateness, curved hips, a smoothly sloped belly, two jiggly round breasts, arms akimbo, and her face, each feature full of tease and promise, her hair already showing a hint of the wild ride ahead.
 

He tried to get the condom out and on, but his hand shook. She knelt down, straddled him, and grabbed it, slowly rolling it down his erect tool. His head fell back for a moment before he edged himself up on his elbows, not wanting to miss a second of her performance. Lowering herself onto him, an expression of deep satisfaction lit her face as his whole body echoed it in the heat that coursed through him.
 

“Mmm,” she hummed as she moved up and down, all the while gripping him in her tight wetness. He leant back against the pillows and watched, smiling as she lost herself. Sexy low grunts accompanied her strong movements, faster and harder she rode him, her breasts bounced, her hands clasped his thighs.
 

He struggled not to lose it too soon and concentrated on her face. A smile replaced the focused frown as her short breaths lengthened into a long, low scream. He lifted himself to meet her, feeling her inside waves, knowing she would need him to take over. But she didn’t. She kissed him and continued her steady rhythm. Holding her, he let himself go into her fire, moaning with her as they came together in a last wet, writhing, total embrace. She amazed him. He took a deep breath as she studied him, letting them fall back onto the bed again.
 

“Dirty,” he breathed out.
 

She sat up, her frown returned. Hopping off him in an unsteady leap, she ran into the bathroom. He blinked and tried to sit up. It took a minute, but he rose, threw away the condom, and padded to the bathroom, where Chiara had shut herself in. He hit his palm on the door a few times. She threw it open and pushed past him. He grabbed her and took hold of her arms making her face him.
 

“I knew you wouldn’t like it. They never do,” she said. Obviously the unappreciative idiots she’d been with before didn’t know a good thing when they felt it.
 

He chuckled, pawed his foot on the carpet, and snorted. “You can rope and ride this steer any time, my dirty cowgirl,” he said. She laughed. The knots in him untied, his muscles relaxed as a slack cord. He kissed her.
 

“I should call Isabella,” she said.
 

“You owe me a night, twice promised. Never leave a man hanging, right?”
 

Her laugh made him smile. “I did say that, but I’m kind of a tease.”
 

“A consequence is needed, young lady,” he said authoritatively. “I’m calling.”
 

“No way,” she said, running for the phone on his nightstand. He let her get there and dial before he snuck behind her, grabbed the phone, and held her with his free arm. She squirmed but didn’t struggle much.
 

“Hi Isabella. It’s Rocco.”
 

“Oh, what’s up? What’s that noise?” Isabella said as Chiara squealed when he tweaked her nipple.
 

“That’s your sister. Her car ran out of gas. I’m holding her hostage until she fills all my demands. Then I’ll bring her home.”
 

Isabella laughed. “Yeah right. Did she put you up to this? I know I needed a laugh, but--”
 

“No joke,” he said. “Don’t worry, she’ll be there tomorrow.”
 

“Wait a minute,” Isabella said.
 

“Bye,” he said.
 

“I’ll call your mom,” Isabella shouted as he moved the phone down. He put it back to his ear.
 

“Better not. I’ll do your bathroom at a discount. No trouble, no questions, no talking about tonight. Deal?”
 

“Deal,” she said.
 

He hung up and pulled Chiara to him. They kissed. More discoveries awaited him. His body tingled in anticipation. Holding hands, they lay in bed and snuggled. He searched his mind for the last time he’d wanted to snuggle with a woman. Only once, only Chiara. She twiddled her fingers through his chest hair.
 

“Stressful time lately?” he said. His mind still jumbled with questions for her.
 

“Laughed out of job interviews, threatened and scorned by family and friends, and today…Danny and Max refused to talk to me. Phil was home all day. My mom convinced me to have lunch with her. Turned out to be her misguided attempt to get my father and me to talk. He yelled, in two languages, before he spit on me, for real this time.” Rocco tightened his hold on her, trying to ignore the sickening lava roiling in his gut. “So yeah.”
 

“You can let it out on me,” he said.
 

She pressed her cheek near his heart. His love for her beat its wings, trapped inside him like an eagle in a cage. But he knew she wasn’t ready for it to be freed.
 

“Why did you move?” he asked in a quiet voice, not wanting to sound demanding.
 

“Guilt and exhaustion.”
 

“You thought about it a lot,” he said. She couldn’t have that good a handle on it.
 

“It’s all I let myself think about,” she whispered. “Phil makes everything sound so reasonable. He could change his work schedule and be there for the boys. My job search wouldn’t be hampered by the boys’ schedule. The house is in his name, his parents bought it. I owe them. They paid my school loans and credit card debt when Phil and I married. I’ve been so careful since then.”
 

“What about your boys? Didn’t they--”
 

“They chose him. We asked and they wanted him to stay, not me. They hate me,” she said. Her tears coursed onto his chest, which tightened.
 

“No, they’re confused and hurt. It’ll get better, I promise.” He was a fool for making such a pledge, but he had to believe it and she needed to hear it.
 

She cried as he held her tightly. Soon she quieted, as he hoped. He wanted to tell her to stay, to marry him, that he would take care of her, help her get her boys back, but the words huddled in his throat, fearful.
 

“I don’t want your promises,” she said in a tired voice.
 

The words ran and hid.
 

“What do you want?” he said.
 

“You,” she said before she kissed him and grabbed the part of him she meant.
 

He used it to make her feel the unsaid words, the beat of the wings, the breath of his needs. She might not understand now, but maybe…for now, sex would be enough. She was worth the wait.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 

 
 

Chiara stretched out, the cool cotton sheets luxurious against her warm skin. She smiled as she opened her eyes. That starry blue ceiling had not been an ecstasy-induced hallucination. Lying in Rocco’s bed, taking it in, she basked in her own contentment. The energetic aroma of coffee zinged into the room.
 

“Morning, beautiful,” Rocco said. She knew he hadn’t been far. Carrying a tray filled with yummy smells, the steam still rising from the food, he walked to the bed.
 

“What’s this?” she said, eyeing the tray. Another dream coming true. This kind of thing didn’t happen to Chiara.
 

His lopsided grin made her giggle. “Breakfast in bed. Are you uninitiated?”
 

“A BiB virgin,” she said as she sat up, cross-legged, and pulled the sheet around herself. His smile widened. He had the sexiest, kindest, most endearing grin on the planet. “Is this part of your usual services?”
 

“Only for the dirty girl special,” he said as he set the tray in front of her. “How do you like your coffee?”
 

“Italian roast?” He nodded. “Strong with a little cream and sugar.”
 

He fixed her a mug and handed it to her. She cradled it in her hands. The heat of it was almost unnoticeable compared to her own. Sipping it, she sighed in pleasure. He didn’t disappoint. His prowess extended into the kitchen. She looked him up and down as he stood in his boxers. Tingles tickled all over. He was fine, from his strong weathered face, his workman’s muscles, broad chest, to his slightly crooked toes.
 

“Join me?” she said. “You made enough,” she added, surveying the heaped scrambled eggs, stacked toast and bowl of cantaloupe. “Besides, I’m not very hungry. The snack I had earlier was very satisfying.” Filling her mouth with his heat, tasting him--satisfying didn’t do justice to that experience.
 

“Like Italian sausage?”
 

“Buffone brand is the best.”
 

Waggling his full eyebrows, he chuckled. A bubble of happiness formed every time she made him laugh or smile. He sat next to her and picked up the other mug of coffee. Taking a bite of eggs, she chewed slowly. Not runny, but not overcooked, and the toast was golden brown, everything just as she liked it. Scooping another bite of eggs, she offered it to Rocco, who slid it off the fork with a little jostle of his tongue. A brief compression of pleasure surprised her. They lounged in bed, feeding each other, soon leaving the napkins unused as they opted to lick stray crumbs and shines of melon juice from lips and chins. At a pause, Rocco rose and moved the tray to the floor. He opened his nightstand drawer, knowing what she had in mind.
 

She had the idea, but he brought more to the experience than she could ever anticipate. Pressed together, completing each other, caressing, kissing, and rocking in one smooth motion, Chiara lost herself again in him. No, she didn’t lose anything, she found herself, the part she believed was gone, or so altered she thought she would never recognize it again. But Rocco saw, called to her true self. Their eyes met. His look, so tender and intense, frightened her as it had their first time together, yet in the midst of the stomach clenching fear, certainty welled up.
 

“I, I…” she began, on the edge of a doubly sweet release. She moaned, allowing the physical loosening. The other she gripped back, as if it was an errant child teetering on a cliff top. I love you, her voice screamed into the canyon which separated her from him. She let herself kiss him, let the voice speak from her lips to his, but she couldn’t say the words. In that moment, she felt him come, and she wanted to believe it was because he loved her too.
 

“Chiara,” he murmured so close to her lips each letter caressed her. She breathed him in, his body slick on hers, but the dark canyon separated them. If he leapt into it, she would follow, but she couldn’t be the first to go, the one to say the words that would change everything.
 

As he held her, she tried to convince herself she couldn’t love him. But the giddy happiness, the longing to see him, the need to study every inch of him, believing he was the best man in the world, made her know she was in love with Rocco Buffone.
 

Rocco, who had screwed he only knew how many women, including her sister-in-law. Didn’t say much for his taste. Rocco, who lied to women, used them, and discarded them like last month’s Sports Illustrated. And she would end up in the recycle bin with the rest, hoping someone else would come along and pluck them out of the pile, wishing someone else would make them feel as special and plain good as he had. She wouldn’t let it happen. She would pitch him in the pail first.
 

Rising, she walked into the bathroom. He whistled at her. Glancing back, she smiled. Surely she could riffle through his pages a few more times before she had to give him up. He was like Playgirl when she should be reading Parents. A naughty, secret indulgence. As long as they kept their activities a secret, maybe she could work around the feelings and just enjoy him. But their secret was already blown. He had messed it up first at her parents’ and again last night by saying that stuff to Isabella. She sighed as she walked back into the bedroom.
 

“You don’t need to leave, you know,” he said. The serious intent in his tone coupled with his masculine form stretched on the bed made her momentarily forget everything. She crawled back in beside him and laid her head on his chest. He hugged her close. Right here, in his arms, he made it all okay. Her lack of a job, of supportive family and friends, the failure of her marriage and as a mom, faded into a back room, easily ignored in the bright coziness of dwelling in him. She enjoyed the closeness for a long time, until she noticed the clock on his nightstand as she began to take in his room, rather than just him.
 

“I have to go,” she said. She made no effort to move. “I’m having lunch with the boys and I should get back to Isabella’s to shower and change.”
 

“Shower here,” he said. “I’ll wash your back.”
 

Enough time with him and he would fulfill every fantasy, make all her dreams come true. That in itself was a fairy tale, not to be believed in.
 

“I can’t show up in the same clothes,” she said. Reaching down, she found her panties and bra. “Can you help with my car?” She edged out of bed as she dressed.
 

“Yeah, I have a full gas can. Will you be at your sister’s this afternoon?”
 

“Should be, why?” she asked as she zipped her jeans.
 

“Planning my day,” he said with a wink. There was no way she could keep away from him unless she just stayed away altogether. She took the tray into the kitchen before he even got out of bed. By the time he entered, she’d done the dishes and wiped the counters.
 

“Thanks,” he said. As he circled his arms around her waist from behind, she closed her eyes. His fingertips brushed her neck when he held her hair back and kissed her throat. She began to float into the heat and forgetfulness.
 

She stepped forward, breaking his hold. “Gotta go.”
 

He followed her out into the sunny street. She waited while he went into his garage. They walked side by side over to High and up a few blocks in silence. Chiara watched while he poured in the gas then bent to check her tires for her. His ass was so well defined in those jeans, she had to grab it, just once. When she squeezed, a thrill raced through her, which sped up as he faced her and drew her in for a fast, deep kiss. He stopped and smiled. Pulling him down, she kissed him with as much excitement and energy as if they hadn’t just spent the night together, but hadn’t seen each other for weeks. The swishing of their clothes and sounds of their enjoyment blotted out all other noise.
 

Until a familiar voice shrieked. Chiara broke away and looked. Danny and Max stood close to Phil on the sidewalk. Fury and disgust blotched Phil’s face. The boys were white with horror and confusion. Rocco stayed close behind her but she moved forward and knelt in front of the boys, her throat constricting.
 

“Mommies and Daddies only kiss like that,” Danny said, accusatory. “You said so.”
 

“But Daddy and I--”
 

“He’s a bad man. He hit Daddy! You like him better than us,” Danny said, quiet now. Not as quiet as Max, who was eerily still and silent.
 

“No,” Chiara said. “I love you, you’re my boys.”
 

“I don’t want a new Daddy,” Danny said. “Especially not him.” He shot Rocco a hateful look.
 

Chiara’s body went up in flames before freezing over. “You don’t ever have to see him again,” she said.
 

“Chiara,” Rocco said. Disbelief laced his tone.
 

She stood and faced him. “I’ll call you if I need you.” She wanted him to go away but she still wanted him. They would have to be more careful.
 

His mouth twisted in a scowl. “My services are in high demand. Don’t count on my availability.”
 

“Fine. There are plenty of other contractors in the area.”
 

“Suit yourself.” His voice was as rigid as his body. He grabbed his gas can and walked down the sidewalk.
 

A small hand clasped Chiara’s. “I missed you, Mommy,” Max said. Chaira lifted him into her arms and hugged him tight.
 

“I missed you too,” she said. Her stomach exposed her lie to her. She had barely given the boys a thought last night, once she was with Rocco.
 

She glanced at Phil, whose face told nothing. He had gone into his neutral reasonable stance. They began to walk, the same path Rocco had taken. Holding hands with Danny, still with Max in her arm, Chiara went home. As she walked in the front door, the truth slapped her. This wasn’t home anymore. Her real home was with Rocco. She was homeless.
 

Phil surprised her by making lunch. She sat with Danny and Max on the sofa and read Frog and Toad Together. As they sat around the table eating their tuna sandwiches, Phil’s niceness put Chiara on edge.
 

“I hoped you could stay with the boys this week,” he finally said after asking about Isabella and how she was settling in there.
 

“I always want to stay with them,” she said.
 

“Mary Jennings can’t go to the convention with Suzy, so I thought I could, if you don’t mind.” There was a touch of sarcasm in his tone, but Chiara wasn’t about to antagonize him by sparring with him.
 

“Not at all.” Chiara had no idea what he was talking about, but she didn’t care if it meant more time with the boys. “When is it?”
 

“We’d like to leave Wednesday night. I’ll be back Sunday. I’ll leave you all the contact information. It’s in San Diego, so I’ll stay with Mom and Dad since Suzy and Mary were going to share a room.”
 

“Can’t I go,” Danny asked.
 

“No, you can’t miss school,” Phil said.
 

“We’ll do something special,” Chiara said. “The zoo, or Children’s Fairyland…”
 

“A Giants game,” Max said.
 

“No way,” Danny countered.
 

“We can decide later.” Chiara smiled. Maybe she could like Suzy after all if she and Phil got something going. That would probably make him less cranky and maybe make him more willing to compromise. Or he and Suzy would try and sue for sole custody.
 

“Boys, we need to get ready,” Phil said, standing.
 

“We’re going swimming at Suzy’s,” Danny said.
 

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Chiara whispered to Phil. After what had happened with Max, Chiara was wary.
 

“Boys, please take your plates to the sink,” Phil said. Once they were out of earshot, Phil responded. “Suzy and I will be in the pool with them. I know these next few days will be difficult, but I think we should let the boys adjust, like we agreed.”
 

Chiara nodded. Phil had convinced her they should see how the boys would do for a few days alone with him, in case they decided on a split week custody arrangement.
 

“I’ll call later.”
 

Phil nodded and saw Chiara out after she kissed and hugged the boys goodbye. Four days without them. It would be the longest time they’d ever spent apart.
 

She drove over to Isabella’s. Really, she should do something for her sister, whose lifestyle would be severely cramped with Chiara and sometimes the boys’ presence. Her palms moistened when she noticed Rocco’s truck parked out front. Her forehead tightened too when she spotted Bobbie’s Lincoln Navigator in the driveway dwarfing Isabella’s Honda Accord. She considered driving away, but she wanted a shower.
 

“Hello,” she called as she walked in the front door.
 

Scuffling sounded from the kitchen, so she moved to the doorway. Bobbie, her hands on the back of Rocco’s head, kissed him. Bile rose from Chiara’s stomach and she blinked, black briefly saturated her vision. Rocco pushed Bobbie away and she stumbled, bumping into the chair by the small table. Chiara ran, not waiting to see the expressions on their faces confirmed. Satisfaction had lit Bobbie’s eyes while Rocco’s widened in shame or maybe…Chiara didn’t know.
 

Her boots clumped onto the sidewalk as she ran, her breathing shallow. Rocco yelled her name as the sound of his work boots chased her. She stopped and faced him. Her panting reminded her of when they made love. Her brow furrowed. Made love--so much for that figment of her imagination.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 

 
 

Rocco reached out his hand toward her. She narrowed her eyes. Putting his hands in his pockets, he took a deep breath. The air was heavy. He was ready for the snappy, light fall breezes.
 

“She kissed me,” he said. It sounded even more piss poor than it had in his mind.
 

Chiara studied him, disgust curled the corners of her mouth. The urge to kiss her, to blot out Bobbie’s sticky glossed lips, almost overtook him.
 

“Right,” she said. She strode past him, avoiding him as if he smelled bad.
 

“She said she wanted to show you what a dog I am, that none of them wants you to be with me. She says Santo’s been a wreck.” Rocco walked beside her, taking long strides to keep up with her pace.
 

“She said that? I don’t believe you.”
 

“I asked her why she kissed me. Maybe I know some things about her you don’t. She had to tell me.”
 

They reached Isabella’s driveway. Chiara glanced at him. He wiped his lips again. He should just wash his face.
 

“We’ll see,” she said.
 

A corner of his mouth turned up. We--he liked the sound of it. Too bad he didn’t remember that earlier. He should have stood by her instead of letting her words, and the looks of her sons, get to him. It was just hard for him to remember she was going through a divorce. He felt she was already his. The facts of her situation only made his body tighten.
 

“Bobbie,” Chiara said in a clipped tone as they walked into Isabella’s. Bobbie sat on the couch, flipping through a magazine.
 

“Oh, Chiara,” Bobbie said, standing. Her fake full of concern voice made Rocco rub his neck. He was going to need a long hot shower. With Chaira would be best. “I’m sorry you had to see that, but it’s better you know what he’s like. I know Phil might not be the most exciting man, but he’s so respectful.”
 

Rocco snorted. Not only did Bobbie imply he was disrespectful, but also she didn’t know what the hell she was talking about. Maybe Phil was respectful to most people, but the way he spoke to Chiara, how he must have been treating her, made Rocco bubble with rage.
 

“My marriage, my life, is my concern, not yours, not Santo’s, not anyone’s,” Chiara said.
 

“We’re family. We love the boys. You can’t want him to be around your children,” Bobbie said with an up and down look at Rocco. He laughed.
 

Chiara didn’t. She stared at Bobbie. “Whatever Rocco may have done, he’s a good man, a good father. I’d sooner trust him with Danny and Max than you,” she said.
 

“No one in the family will accept him, not that you’ll get that far,” Bobbie said as she slung her purse onto her shoulder. “He’ll dump you like he has every other woman. Maybe Santo can talk some sense into you. I’m done trying.”
 

“Tell him not to bother,” Chiara said, her hands on her hips. She was a spitfire. Damn, what a turn-on.
 

Bobbie huffed out and slammed the door.
 

Rocco sidled behind Chiara and encircled her waist. Instead of leaning into him as he expected, she tensed.
 

“I need a shower,” she said.
 

“Let me help you with that,” he said.
 

“No,” she whispered.
 

He dropped his hands. Isabella blew in, a tray of coffees in hand. “Where’d Bobbie go?” she said. “Hey, So.”
 

He and Chiara faced Isabella, who set the coffees on the low table. “Did you figure it out?” Isabella asked Rocco.
 

“Not quite,” he said. “Too many interruptions. Bobbie went home.”
 

“Good. Who wants coffee?” Isabella asked. “The coffee pot broke, can you believe it? Want to go with me to Target later?” she asked Chiara, who stood with her arms crossed.
 

“Sure,” Chiara said in a quiet voice.
 

“Thanks,” he said when Isabella handed him a coffee.
 

“Sorry I don’t have anything else, no snacks or cookies like Chiara would have.”
 

“Too bad,” he said. “Chiara’s biscotti is the tastiest.” Pink crept up Chiara’s neck.
 

“She can bake,” Isabella said as she sat and sipped her coffee. She tossed the magazine onto the table.
 

“Mm hum,” Rocco said. “Nice to nibble and slowly dunk in and out of coffee before --”
 

“I’m going to shower,” Chiara said. The rosy color suffused her whole face. Her footsteps echoed down the hall before the bathroom door slammed. That didn’t go exactly how he’d hoped, but she was fun to screw with, in more ways than one.
 

“Hostage situation over? No Stockholm syndrome?”
 

“What?” he said.
 

“When the hostage becomes attached to the criminal. Never mind. I don’t want to know. Except, well, you should know that if you hurt my sister Santo and Tomaso will have to wait behind me to kick your ass. Only I don’t believe in violence. But you’ll wish I did. Understand?” She didn’t even sound angry, but totally calm and reasonable. He almost chuckled until he looked her in the eyes. Her hazel eyes shone almost grey, cold and steely.
 

“I get you,” he said. “Believe me, the last thing I want to do is hurt Chiara. I guess you want to get someone else to do the bathroom?”
 

“Nope, a deal’s a deal. Trying to back out?”
 

“No. Let me check under the house and then we’ll talk.”
 

She nodded and he went outside.
 

By the time he came back in, he really needed a shower. Crawling under houses was not his favorite thing, but it would certainly be worth it if he could get Chiara to come home with him and give him a good scrubbing. After he spoke to Isabella about the details and plans, Chiara appeared, her hair still slightly damp, dressed in dark jeans and a blue tee. She curled up on the sofa and crossed her arms over her chest again. She didn’t look like she’d be going anywhere, not with him. He leaned back in the chair where he sat. Her citrus scent muddled his mind for a moment.
 

“What’s with the nicknames you two have?” he asked. He’d been wondering why they called each other So and La.
 

“Chiara’s favorite movie growing up was ‘The Sound of Music.’ I thought she might want to be a nun, but, like the Julie Andrews character, she wanted a man.” Isabella laughed but Chiara shot her a nasty sneer. “We watched that movie a lot. Our names are from the song ‘Do, Re, Mi, Fa, So, La…’ get it, So comes before La? Well, I thought it was cute when I was six, but later I kept it up to bug Chiara. You have an older brother. You should know how it is.”
 

“Yeah,” Rocco said. “And Chiara is fun to mess with.”
 

Isabella laughed. “Careful there, she’s got a nasty temper.”
 

Chiara compressed her lips together. “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?”
 

Inside her. He crossed his legs. “No.”
 

“I thought we were going to Target,” Chiara said, facing Isabella.
 

“No need to get snappy,” Isabella said. “What’s going on? I thought the mediation was helping. You seemed so relieved after you had that meeting with your lawyer last month. Phil giving you a hard time again?”
 

Rocco sat forward and studied Chiara, who faced her sister.
 

“No,” Chiara said. “Actually, he has to go out of town on Wednesday, so I’ll be staying with the boys until he gets back on Sunday.”
 

“Okay,” Isabella said. “When are you starting on the bathroom?” she said to him.
 

“Tomorrow,” he said. He’d been angling to drag it out so he could spend time in the house with Chiara, but her announcement threw a hurt on that plan.
 

“Will you be here to let him in?” Isabella said.
 

Chiara nodded and rose. “We should go. It’s getting late.”
 

“You two will be tired after shopping,” Rocco said. “How about I take you out for dinner later?” He had to get Chiara alone again. And Shawn would be home the day after tomorrow.
 

The sisters exchanged a glance. Isabella shrugged.
 

“No thanks,” Chiara said. It was all her, then. He ran his hand over his head.
 

“If you change your mind, call me,” he said. He saw himself out.
 

They never called. He showed up at Isabella’s on Monday morning with Hector, a hard worker who didn’t speak much English. He figured that way he could at least talk to Chiara without the details getting back to anyone. After ringing the doorbell, they waited. He’d even gone to church yesterday, hoping to catch Chiara, but she wasn’t there. He’d wondered if she was home, since she still hadn’t answered the doorbell after two rings, but he’d parked right behind her car. Just as he and Hector shrugged at each other, Chiara opened the door. Not looking at him, she walked away. Her hair hung, oily, she must not have showered, and she wore a blue bathrobe and slippers. It was only eight, but still, he hadn’t expected her to let anyone see her like that, she was always so together looking.
 

“Good morning,” he said. He shut the door and followed Chiara down the hall. She stopped just past the kitchen doorway.
 

“I meant to make some coffee,” she said without turning around. “Sorry, I guess I fell back asleep.”
 

“We’re fine,” he said. “We’ll get to work.” He would have watched her trudge down to her room, but Hector stood behind him, shifting his feet. He was antsy to work.
 

After instructing Hector to hang plastic sheeting, Rocco made some coffee and toast. He took the plate of toast and a mug of coffee down to Chiara’s room and knocked on the door.
 

“Did you need something,” she asked. She sounded tired. She held the door with one hand and clutched the front of her robe with the other.
 

“I guessed you hadn’t eaten. I made you something,” he said.
 

“Thanks,” she said, taking the stacked plate and mug from him. Finally, she looked him in the eyes. “I don’t deserve…sympathy. I don’t even want it, not from you.”
 

“Who says?”
 

“Lots of people,” she said. She put the plate on the empty dresser top and plopped onto the bed. “Isabella, for one.
Told me to stop feeling sorry for myself, to get on with my life. Those boys have been my life for the last seven years,” she whispered. “She said that’s my own fault. I didn’t think it was a fault.”
 

He wanted to give her family a group smack upside the head. Sitting next to her, he tried to hug her only she pushed him away and backed up, pressing herself to the wall.
 

“I don’t want you in here.” Her voice, low and unsure, told him the truth.
 

“Let me--”
 

“No, get out,” she said. She closed her eyes, but it was too late. A few tears tracked down her cheeks.
 

He nodded and left, shutting the door behind him. As he and Hector worked, Rocco vented his frustrations on the wall that had to come down. Too bad breaking down Chiara’s walls wasn’t as simple.
 

She avoided him, staying in the other part of the house all morning. He and Hector went to get lunch and he assumed she must have eaten while they were out, unless she was starving herself. At the rate they worked, he and Hector would have the bathroom done in a week, barring the inspections. He had to get Chiara to see that they should be together.
 

Before they left, he knocked on her door.
 

“Yes?” she said from inside.
 

He tried to open the door. It was locked.
 

“We’re going. See you tomorrow.”
 

“I have a job interview,” she shouted. “I’ll leave a key under the mat.”
 

He didn’t bother to answer. Being nice about things sure didn’t get the results being a selfish asshole produced. Maybe he should gag his conscience for awhile. It would be in a good cause.
 

By Wednesday, he hadn’t seen Chiara. He snapped at Shawn every evening and then paced his room every night. He couldn’t live like this. On Wednesday afternoon, he called Isabella and told her he needed to keep her key so he could finish up on Friday. Leaving a few small items undone, he left with a smile on his face.
 

Friday morning he checked on the other jobsites then had lunch at home. Driving his truck around the block, he hoped Bobbie would follow through with her end of their deal. He really had no desire to have the conversation he’d threatened to have with Santo if she didn’t help him. Fridays were early dismissal days at the neighborhood school, and Bobbie was supposed to pick up Chiara’s older boy, Danny, and take him to lunch and the Chabot Space and Science Center with her youngest daughter, who was only a year older than Danny.
 

Rocco had to drive around again because Bobbie’s car was still in Chiara’s driveway. He parked at his house for a bit, not wanting to show up too soon after they left. Then he realized Chiara would probably be pissed off if he just showed up, knowing Danny didn’t want to see him and not supposed to know he wasn’t there. But if he called, she probably wouldn’t even answer. Shawn pulled up, back from his shopping for school.
 

After they said hello, Rocco began. “I need a favor. No questions.”
 

“I don’t like it already,” Shawn said.
 

“I just need you to walk over to Chiara’s and ask if Max can help you with something.”
 

“What? No way. I don’t even know where she lives. I’m not acting as some decoy--”
 

“Then call her house for me. She’ll talk to you.”
 

“If she’s not talking to you, I’m sure she has a good reason. I know she’s getting divorced, but that doesn’t mean--”
 

Rocco’s head pounded. His own son didn’t trust him. “I love her. Help me.”
 

Shawn’s eyebrows shot up and his eyes widened, reflecting the feeling in Rocco’s gut. “Does she know?”
 

“No. I didn’t want to admit it, even to myself. Didn’t mean to tell you…”
 

“Our secret. Then you’re not running some game on her?” Rocco shook his head. “Why won’t she talk to you?”
 

“I’m not sure. I swear I didn’t do anything.” Seeing Bobbie kiss him might have something to do with it, but he hadn’t caused that, so he was telling the truth.
 

“I’ll call.”
 

Rocco patted Shawn’s arm and waited.
 

Twenty minutes later, Rocco pulled up outside Isabella’s and parked behind Chiara’s car. He walked in, but she was nowhere in sight. Shawn’s voice drifted from the new bathroom. Rocco went to the doorway, towel bar in hand.
 

“Guess you’re missing this,” he said. Only Max and Shawn stood in the tiny room, screwing the towel ring into the wall.
 

“Thanks,” Shawn said. “Max, this is my dad, Rocco.”
 

“I met him before,” Max said. He studied Rocco. Rocco smiled and Max did too. “Been watching the Giants?”
 

“Of course, what about you?”
 

“Not much, but Mommy let me see a game.”
 

“Isn’t she here?” Rocco asked. 
 

“Said she had a phone call to make,” Shawn said.
 

“You guys need help?” Rocco asked.
 

“Nope, we got it,” Shawn said.
 

Rocco’s smile widened. He strode into the hall and listened. Only Max and Shawn’s voices drifted to him. He went to Chiara’s room and knocked on the door. She opened it. Her face changed from a hint of a smile to an attempt at neutrality.
 

“I forgot to leave the towel bar for Shawn,” he said. “How are you?”
 

“Fine. I better check on Max,” she said, brushing past him.
 

Her nearness jolted him. He grabbed her arms, kissed her, and pulled her into her room, kicking the door shut with his foot. She couldn’t make up her mind, or maybe her mind and body disagreed because one second she kissed him back and the next she tried to push him away. He wouldn’t let her. Once he kissed her enough to stop the horrible ache, he stopped and studied her. Then he wished he hadn’t. Her eyes sparked with anger and mistrust.
 

“This was all a ploy, wasn’t it?” she said. “Using the boys to get to me. That’s low.”
 

He made himself look her in the eyes, but he scratched the side of his mouth. “No, I told you, I forgot--”
 

“Bull,” she said.
 

“I missed you,” he said caressing her face.
 

She moved his hand with a jerk and turned her back to him. “You know what Jen would have called you and me? Fuck buddies. But that’s really in the past. I have to think of my boys.”
 

Rocco opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Wait, he could work with this. “Okay, so I can’t see you around your boys. Come over on Sunday night.”
 

“Shawn’s at your house.”
 

“I’ll send him to his grandparents’.”
 

“I’m getting my period,” she said.
 

“Like I care,” he said.
 

“Just give it up,” she said.
 

“No.”
 

“I can’t be with you anymore. You had sex with my sister-in-law.”
 

“Over twenty years ago.”
 

“Ten.” She still wouldn’t turn around, her back was rigid and she hugged her arms.
 

“Bobbie has nothing--”
 

“Don’t lie. I didn’t want to hear you lie. Your plan didn’t account for a few things, like Bobbie never takes Danny anywhere and he and his cousin hardly ever see each other. And Shawn just called out of nowhere after a month to ask Max to help finish the bathroom here? I let it all play out to see if I was right. Don’t make me tell you how I feel right now. Just go.”
 

Rocco licked his lips and thought. His mind raced through various arguments and reasons. A knock on the door stopped him. Chiara rushed to open the door. Shawn and Max stood there, smiling.
 

“Come see, Mom,” Max said.
 

“Sure,” she said, letting herself be led away.
 

Rocco blew out a breath and followed her down the hall, twisting his neck, but the kinks were there to stay. They all admired the job well done.
 

“We better get home, Max,” Chiara said.
 

“Shawn said we could come over to watch the Giants game.”
 

“That’s nice, but your brother will be home at five.”
 

“Why can’t they come for dinner? No one ever wants to watch the game with me,” Max said. Rocco almost hugged him.
 

“No. Besides, you’ll need to go to bed pretty soon after the game starts. Thanks, Shawn. I hope you have a safe trip to L.A. next week and have fun at UCLA. Give our best to Sabrina, okay?”
 

“Sure, thanks.”
 

“If you’ll give me the key, I’ll lock up,” Chiara said to Rocco. She wouldn’t let him see anything, not her eyes, not a smile. He dropped the key into her waiting palm.
 

“Bye, Max,” he said. “Take good care of your mom.”
 

Max nodded while Chiara frowned. He and Shawn walked out to his truck. They watched as Chiara locked the front door and helped Max into his booster seat.
 

“What happened?” Shawn said.
 

“Nothing. She knew it was a set up.”
 

“Did you tell her the truth?”
 

“No chance,” Rocco said. 
 

“There’ll be other times.”
 

“Sure,” he said. But maybe what he needed was time away from Chiara. Maybe he had substituted one addiction for another. If she was his drug of choice, he knew there was only one way to quit: complete abstinence. He drove home.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 

 
 

“Chiara,” Isabella called as she pounded on Chiara’s bedroom door. Chiara pulled the covers over her head. “I know you got my messages. We’re going to Sunday dinner at Faith’s. I know you’re in there!”
 

Chiara had come back to Isabella’s that afternoon once Phil returned, a much more chipper Phil. Goodie for him. Isabella had been out, so Chiara locked herself in her room with no intention of coming out.
 

“You know I can jimmy this door open,” Isabella said.
 

“I’m not going!” Chiara said, moving the covers aside. “I’m tired, you go without me.”
 

The tired part was true, anyway. She’d taken the boys to the zoo on Saturday. The crowds were horrendous and the boys couldn’t ever agree on what to see or do next. And, Danny had wandered off and she’d spent a frantic fifteen minutes with Max in her arms running all over the children’s area trying to find him. She hadn’t bothered to take them to church this morning. Instead, they’d eaten a pancake breakfast and gotten things ready for Phil’s return.
 

“You need to get out,” Isabella said.
 

“I’ve been out every day,” Chiara said.
 

“With adults, I mean.”
 

“I’ve been doing fine.”
 

“Ha. You’re not fine and you haven’t been. You’re so screwed up around adults, look how you handled that Rocco thing. And Phil. I thought you had more sense.”
 

“Thanks a lot! Go away.”
 

“Fine. See you.” Isabella’s footsteps clopped down the hall.
 

Chiara pulled the covers back over her head, like she used to when she was a little girl, pretending to be in a far away land where the light was filtered and muted, the colors soft and warm. Only Jen had known that when Chiara said to go away, she meant she needed that person to stay, but she didn’t want to need it. She shivered. Her mind told her people were being considerate to listen to her requests, but her heart shattered into tiny fragments because their leaving proved she was too difficult and volatile to live with, to truly love.
 

She imagined her heart was a hundred puzzle pieces that needed to be put together. Chiara wasn’t good at puzzles. When Rocco left last Monday, a few pieces had broken off. Now it was completely disassembled. That he would pull such a stupid stunt only proved to her he was untrustworthy. Before Phil, all the guys she’d fallen in love with had cheated on her, lied to her, broken her heart. Phil was different. She convinced herself to love him--it hadn’t just happened. Yet that hadn’t worked out either.
 

Jen would want her to let go, be the crazy dirty girl Rocco brought out in her. But she was different now. She was a mother with two young sons. She had started to build up another identity, as a writer, but that had fallen apart too, when her life crashed. Besides, what did Jen know? Jen, who had an affair with Santo, a married man. Jen, who gave up and died instead of fighting.
 

Chiara knew that was unfair. It was tiring always fighting her own feelings, telling herself she was wrong to feel how she did. Part of Chiara wanted to feel and not censor herself, but that was scary. She curled up into a ball. Better to feel scared than nothing. Because most of all, she was tired of the emptiness.
 

While she was in the kitchen a couple hours later after eating some toast, her phone rang. Since it was her uncle Max, she answered. They chit-chatted for a few minutes before he cleared his throat, always a prelude to more serious matters.
 

“Now then, niece of my heart,” he said. Chiara smiled at the old endearment. “I don’t like what your mom’s been telling me. I think it’s time for me to find my mom and tell her what’s been happening.”
 

“I told you, I don’t want to bother her.”
 

“You’re scared she’ll be disappointed, but you should know your grandma Leonora better than that. You know she’s the only one who can crack your dad into shape.”
 

“I don’t want any more family drama, okay? I’m trying to be there for the boys, find a job, and figure out what I want to do. Thanks though. Where is she, anyway?”
 

“Last I heard, she was on her way from Paris to a Buddhist retreat, Plum Village.”
 

Chiara smiled. Grandma Leonora was full of surprises. “All the more reason not to bother her.”
 

“You know you can always come up to the city for a bit. Your uncle Carlo and Aunt Sophia said they’d be glad to have you there. Always great fun at their Sunday dinners.”
 

“I remember,” she said. She hadn’t been to a D’Angelo family gathering since she was a girl, but she still recalled the warmth and noise of it. “How is everyone?”
 

“Good. And let’s face it, we D’Angelos are more understanding, huh? We’ve been through it all with our family--divorce, affairs, death, birth, illness--but we stick together. Your dad needs lessons, but those Vitales are a stubborn bunch. We’ve broken down other families, though, we’ll get to him eventually.”
 

Chiara laughed. “You D’Angelos think you know best.”
 

“It’s not a thought, it’s a fact. Ask any of us.”
 

“I love you, favorite uncle,” Chiara said.
 

“I’m more likeable than my older brothers,” he said with a laugh.
 

“I love them too. Handcuff a few baddies for me,” she said. Chiara had always been fascinated with handcuffs and maybe a little with the guys who wore them. Both sent shivers through her.
 

“Will do. I love you too,” he said. Warmth encircled her as she hung up. Maybe she should get up there for a few days. The change of scene might help her feel better, might help her get some distance from Rocco.
 

But life interfered. The boys got the usual fall colds and ear infections, so she spent the week taking them to the doctor and getting prescriptions and making chicken noodle soup and weak tea. She had no job anyway and no more interviews. She’d tried every retail place she could and no one would hire her. The first employers she’d applied with thought her overqualified or not experienced enough. For office jobs, she didn’t type fast enough or have the right computer skills. In the last few weeks, she’d been unable to pretend to be a team player or even put on a happy front. She realized if she’d been hiring, she wouldn’t hire herself either.
 

By the weekend, Phil had caught a cold too and she offered to come over and take care of the three of them. It took all she had. Phil was such a baby when he caught even a sniffle. He lay in bed as if he had the most debilitating flu, blowing his nose and sucking on Ricolas. But Chiara made them meals and gave medicine with a smile, thankful not to be at Isabella’s alone, thinking of Rocco.
 

Another Sunday night alone in bed. Phil had dismissed her, though at least he’d thanked her. Now she lay in bed, possibly more tired than she’d been the Sunday before. And missing Rocco even more. Santo was right, she never saw past her hormones when it came to men. She got caught up in the surge, in the excitement of new feelings, new love, and built dreams and vast storerooms to house the new relationship, the new lover. It hadn’t happened too many times, since with two protective older brothers, a strict father, and a guilty conscience, she wouldn’t always let it happen, but the destruction had occurred enough times she didn’t want to go through it again.
 

But the rooms were already up, like Rocco had added the new room here. She rolled over and pressed her head onto her hands to keep from reaching for her phone to call him. He was with Shawn in L.A. anyway. Maybe she could call, since he wasn’t close enough to drive over and break down her resistance. She shoved her hands under her pillow. She couldn’t let him near her, not even his voice. He was too good with a sledgehammer.
 

On Monday morning, Chiara leaned on the kitchen counter aimlessly stirring her coffee. Isabella had left for work, knocking on Chiara’s door before going. They hadn’t seen each other for days. The phone rang and Chiara waited as the machine answered. Mrs. Buffone’s calm, cheerful voice greeted her. Chiara ran and picked up, saying hello almost breathlessly. She couldn’t let herself talk to Rocco, but it was okay to speak to his mom.
 

“How are you?” Mrs. Buffone said. “We missed you at Sunday dinner last week.”
 

“Fine, thanks, and you?”
 

“Well, but needing a favor.”
 

Chiara stood taller. She had an irrational thought that she’d even commit a crime for her, but she almost laughed, knowing Mrs. Buffone was the last person to do something illegal. “I’ll do what I can,” she said.
 

“Our secretary quit a couple months ago. We didn’t hire anyone else, hoping she might come back after having her baby, but she’s decided to stay home. Of course, we’re happy for her, but the job is more than I want to handle anymore. Isabella and your mom mentioned you haven’t found anything yet. I hoped we’d be lucky enough to scoop you up.”
 

Okay, maybe she wouldn’t do anything. Though maybe Rocco didn’t go into the office very often. “I don’t have much secretarial experience and none in construction.”
 

“I know. Your mom told me, but it sounds like you have other valuable experience and I’m sure you’re a fast learner. Most importantly, we all get along and you’re trustworthy.”
 

Chiara’s stomach rolled. “Did my mom mention, I mean…” Knowing her mom, she probably said something about the scene with Rocco in July.
 

“My wayward son? I know all about him. He doesn’t come to the office much. Besides, my husband and I own the company and we run the office. You’d be our employee, same as Rocco. Now, the job doesn’t pay a lot, but it should be enough to set you on your way and when we have down time, I don’t mind if you write, as long as your work is done.”
 

“How did you know?”
 

“Your mom mentioned you’ve been writing novels. It would be exciting to have a bestseller composed at Buffone Construction.” Mrs. Buffone laughed good-naturedly. “Will you give it a try?”
 

“Thanks, yes. When do you want me to start?”
 

“Tomorrow at eight? We can talk about a firm schedule later, and I know you may need flexibility with your sons’ schedules, which could work.”
 

Chiara bounced a little as she wrote down the address and phone numbers. Max would be excited if she worked at a construction company. Danny and Phil, not so much. But it could possibly enable her to pay for her lawyer and eventually afford an apartment, though rents were really inflated, more so with all the foreclosures of the last year or two. She didn’t have the luxury of turning down such a generous offer and she didn’t know why she would want to. Except she was so petrified to give herself to Rocco she wouldn’t even listen to the voicemails he’d left her.
 

“Well, Chiara,” Mrs. Buffone said at four the next afternoon, “I think we made a good start today.”
 

“Thank you. Are you sure I did all right?” It would take Chiara awhile to learn the filing system and all the forms, as well as becoming familiar with their clients and the right things to say. She’d learned a good phone manner working at the book store, but construction was different.
 

“Wonderfully. Would you stay a bit longer? Ray and I have a few things to discuss.”
 

It still threw Chiara, the two Rays, but she called the elder Mr. Buffone anyway.
 

“In a meeting?” Chiara said. It was what she should say and then take a message.
 

Chiara sat at the desk as Mrs. Buffone went into the back office. It was a tiny place, just the outer office and Mr. Buffone’s larger space, as well as a storage closet and bathroom. But it was clean, neat, and air conditioned, which would be good during the hot months, which often included September and October. Chiara read her notes from the day and went over some of the computerized files.
 

The front door creaked open. Rocco strode into the room. Her notebook slipped to the floor as his sexy strong presence made her weak. He stopped mid stride as if he just realized it was her. Breaking eye contact, she fumbled for her notebook remembering too late she shouldn’t bend over like that in her blouse, giving all lookers a free show. She placed the notebook on the desk and crossed an arm over her chest. One corner of his mouth turned up. She stood and willed her cheeks to stop burning.
 

“What are you doing here?” he said.
 

“Nice to see you too,” she said. “Didn’t you get your mom’s messages?”
 

“I stopped checking them,” he said.
 

“Then it’s your own fault.”
 

“You’re one to talk,” he said. They faced each other, glaring, eyes sparking. The room whirred with their pent-up electricity.
 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she said.
 

“Answer me first.” Demanding. She wanted to smack him.
 

“Your mom and dad hired me.”
 

“That’s just great,” he said. His sarcasm made her clench her hands.
 

“What, you think I’m not qualified? What’s your problem?”
 

“Maybe if you bothered to check your messages, you’d know.”
 

“How do you know I didn’t?” Damn, and she’d deleted them all.
 

“No wonder you couldn’t find a job if this is how you talk to your employers,” he almost shouted.
 

“Then I quit!”
 

“Rocco Buffone,” his mom said as she and her husband walked out of their office, “you apologize to Chiara now. You know she doesn’t work for you and I won’t have you speak to her like that.”
 

Chiara crossed her arms and waited, but Rocco turned from her and kissed his mom’s cheek. “Dad, you had some papers for me to sign?”
 

“I do, but you heard your mother.”
 

“So sorry, Mrs. Kirkwood,” he said with no sincerity.
 

She’d pushed too far and now he’d had enough. She’d expected as much, but it didn’t stop the hurt, the tears from stinging the back of her eyes. Wanting to speak, she tried, but as she opened her mouth, she knew if she said anything, she’d cry. She shut her mouth and pressed her lips together. He shook his head and walked away with his dad.
 

“Don’t mind him,” Mrs. Buffone said. “He’s just missing Shawn and Sabrina. You’ll still come to Sunday dinner, won’t you?”
 

Chiara forced a smile and nodded. What the hell had she been thinking accepting that invitation? Something about Mrs. Buffone’s smile and the way she asked made Chiara forget all her reasons for staying away from that family. She would regret it, no doubt, but she’d feel worse hurting Mrs. Buffone’s feelings.
 

“See you tomorrow,” Mrs. Buffone said as Chiara gathered her things. She nodded again and walked to her car.
 

Rocco didn’t come into the office again that week, so she didn’t see him until she and Isabella entered the Buffones’ house on Sunday evening. He stood, his booty calling her, in the corner of the living room talking to his brother Ray. Everyone welcomed them as if they were part of the family, which in Isabella’s case, seemed to be true, for as much time as she spent with them.
 

Chiara smoothed her dress, a little concerned the figure hugging bright turquoise number would show too much the fact that she hadn’t been working out lately. At least her appetite was down, so she hadn’t gained weight. The dress, with its slightly ruffled hem, reminded her of the swimsuit she wore the day she and Rocco first made love. She really needed to stop thinking of it that way. It was just sex. Really hot, fantastic sex. She needed to stop thinking about it all together.
 

“Isabella, Chiara,” Mr. Buffone’s brother, Rob, said before taking both their hands. “You two look lovely.” His loud voice reverberated and Rocco turned, which she noticed because she couldn’t seem to draw her eyes away from his backside. A slow burn crept from her manicured toes up every inch of her from Rocco’s intent study. No smile lit his face, but his eyes were bright and wide. “And who is this vision?” Uncle Rob said in a low voice. They turned to the striking older woman who floated in.
 

“Grandma!” Chiara and Isabella said at once. They ran and hugged her. She still smelled like lemons and mint and her laugh rang out like a sonorous bell.
 

“My girls, let me see you,” she said. She held them out at arms’ length and made them turn around. When she pulled them in for another hug, she whispered to Chiara “Divorce agrees with you.”
 

Chiara flushed. It wasn’t the divorce, but a certain man who she felt walking close by, his scent putting her on alert.
 

“Uncle Max,” Chiara said when she spotted him as her grandma Leonora made the rounds, escorted by Uncle Rob. Uncle Max hugged her. “Thanks,” she whispered.
 

“Wow,” Isabella said as she hurried over. “How long has it been?”
 

“Since Max’s christening,” Chiara said. Grandma had been making a grand tour of Europe for the last six years.
 

“Lucky the woman who sublet her flat moved out a couple months ago, so she has her place back,” Uncle Max said. He lived in the flat above Grandma’s in San Francisco.
 

“Is she staying?” Chiara asked.
 

“Don’t know. She just arrived last night.”
 

They talked, one of the many conversations humming in the house. At dinner, Grandma regaled them with tales of her travels. She had a rapt audience, especially Uncle Rob, who Chiara surmised wasn’t usually so quiet. Grandma had that effect on people, men especially. It must have been hard on Chiara’s mom.
 

After dessert, Rocco and his brother went in the kitchen, on clean up duty, Chiara guessed. She watched him walk out and blushed when her grandma caught her doing it. Grandma slid her arm under Chiara’s and ambled out to the back porch. The sky darkened, stars began to blink out, like those on the ceiling of Rocco’s bedroom. They sat on a glider in the far corner, near the garage. It squeaked, and crickets responded.
 

“How are you, my girl?” Grandma said, holding Chiara’s hand. Aside from some hugs tonight, no one had touched her in days. At least before, she had the boys to hug, kiss, and snuggle with every day. Not that she was much for snuggling with adults, but she discovered touch in some form really mattered.
 

“Okay,” Chiara said.
 

“No you’re not. You miss your boys, your family hasn’t supported you, Phil’s acting like a jerk, and you miss Jen. And you need a new man.”
 

Chiara blew out a shaky breath and leaned into Grandma’s shoulder. “You find me one.”
 

Grandma laughed. “Those Buffone men would do a treat.”
 

They laughed. “Grandma!”
 

“I tell you, honey, that Buddhist retreat was lovely, but no sex for three weeks? I’ll soon recover. Rob may be just the elixir.”
 

“But he’s such a ladies’ man.”
 

“So? I’m not looking to settle down. I had that with your grandpa, God love him. Besides, those kind of men are often the best lovers, if they’re in it for the love of women. Or they can be the worst, if they’re all talk, trying to impress other men. I’ll soon find out.” Grandma smiled.
 

“You’re naughty.” Chiara giggled.
 

“Nothing wrong with great sex between consenting adults. Though I admit love can make great sex outstanding.”
 

“I wouldn’t know.”
 

“Wouldn’t you? I see the way you and that Rocco gaze at each other.”
 

“We’re not in love,” Chiara whispered.
 

“Any man who looks at you with melting eyes that follow you around the room--”
 

“He’s like his Uncle Rob. I can’t love someone like that.”
 

“You mean you won’t. Don’t lose something wonderful because you’re scared and hurt. Now then, when can I go set your father to rights?”
 

“Never.”
 

“Ha! I enjoy it, the little…oh, I suppose if I’d been a better mother…then again, you never can tell. We all have our unique needs and personality and usually family can’t provide all we need in this life. You were lucky to have Jen. So was Santo. Made him less insufferable for awhile.”
 

“You knew?” Chiara faced her grandma.
 

“Jenny wrote me often. I’m sorry I wasn’t there, especially for her funeral when you needed me. I didn’t get word until it was too late. My point is, even people like Santo and your father have forgotten propriety for love. They just forget it later. Don’t let them hold you back.”
 

“My dad?”
 

“Yes, you thought it was your mother? No, no. Certainly she liked the attention and she did love him, but he pursued her. He was friends with my nephew Frank, you remember, your great-aunt Celeste’s oldest. Frank and your uncle Carlo gave him what for when they found out, but your father wouldn’t stop seeing my Olivia. She had that sort of ethereal quality Santo, and you, by the way, lack. And your brother Santo too.
All too practical for your own good sometimes.”
 

“They don’t think so, not about me.”
 

“You’re like them. That’s why it scares them more when you deviate from their norm.”
 

“I think I liked the sex conversation better.” Chiara crossed her arms.
 

Grandma chucked her under the chin. “How about we go back inside? I want to keep Rob’s interest piqued.”
 

Chiara laughed. “What will Uncle Max say?”
 

“He knows when to mind his business,” Grandma said as they rose and strolled inside.
 

The party was breaking up, a few others already leaving, waving goodbyes and blowing kisses.
 

“Mom,” Uncle Max said, “I’ve got work in the morning.”
 

“Oh, and I wanted to spend a little more time. I haven’t had a chance to talk with Isabella.”
 

“I’d be glad to drive you wherever you wish,” Uncle Rob said, appearing at Grandma’s side.
 

She gave Chiara a sly smile. Kisses and hugs were exchanged with Uncle Max, who Chiara walked out to his car.
 

“Thanks for getting Grandma here,” she said.
 

“I’d like to take credit, but it wasn’t me.”
 

“Oh, I guess she just knew.”
 

“No. I’m still not sure about him, but it was Rocco. He called and convinced me you needed someone here who would be on your side. Someone who could talk some sense into your family. He feels we’re not treating you right and I have to agree with him. Don’t tell him I told you. I got the feeling he didn’t want you to know.” Uncle Max kissed her cheek. “You take care, niece of my heart.”
 

“Thanks,” Chiara said. She rubbed her forehead and watched Uncle Max amble to his car and drive away. Taking a deep breath, she waited in the cooling night air.
 

Laughter and voices drifted from inside the house. She jogged back inside and spotted Ray coming from the kitchen.
 

“Is Rocco around?” she said.
 

“No, he left about ten minutes ago.”
 

“Okay.” Chiara stood, not sure what to do.
 

Ray pulled her aside. “Look, I know it’s none of my business, but he’s got me worried lately. I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but he’s had enough hurt from your brothers. I don’t want them to have any more reasons to…we like you and your sister, but maybe…I don’t see your family ever accepting him. He’s my brother, you know?”
 

Chiara knew exactly what he meant and she had to agree. She nodded and patted his arm. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Everything will be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”
 

Tension rolled off Ray and he straightened. “Thanks,” he said before he walked into the living room.
 

Chiara hugged herself and leaned against the wall. Every muscle grew heavy, her head ached. Exhaustion overtook her. She plodded into the living room to find Isabella. She needed to go home and sleep.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 

 
 

Rocco checked the personnel files in his father’s office. Everyone was probably out to lunch, as he would be. He’d left his truck down the street at Lucca Deli and walked over, enjoying the snap of chill in the air contrasting the bright fall day. The front door opened and his mom’s voice entered with her footsteps.
 

“It’s okay, Chiara,” she said.
 

“No, I’m so sorry.” Chiara’s voice was strained, almost frantic. He barely breathed from behind the half-shut door of the inner office. “I don’t know how people do this, something must be wrong with me.”
 

Rocco’s hand touched the door knob telling him to go to her, let her know she was all right. Gentle patting sounds drifted in, probably his mom trying to comfort Chiara.
 

“The boys hate it at Isabella’s and they were late to school twice. I neglected my work here, I’m so sorry about those files, I had to tell Phil I couldn’t do it, and he looked so smug when I dropped them off just now…” she cried. Her sobs made his breath slow, his limbs numb. “He told me I wouldn’t be able to handle working and the boys and he was right. And you’re so nice, too nice to tell me it’s not working out.” She heaved a few breaths, probably trying to stop her tears. “I’ll quit. You can find someone better. So many people are out of work.”
 

“Nonsense. You had a bad week, that’s all. We’ll work together to recover those files. I hope you’ll do something for yourself this weekend.”
 

“I’m staying with Grandma.”
 

“Good. She’s quite a woman.” He heard the smile in his mom’s voice. “Now, did you even eat lunch?”
 

“No, I wanted to get right back here and try to--”
 

“No wonder. You need to eat. It’s not the first time this week you’ve skipped lunch. Why not walk down to Lucca’s and get something?”
 

“I can’t, I--”
 

“Yes, you can,” his mom said. “I don’t want you fainting.”
 

Chiara’s fluttery laugh made him smile. Why was he staying away from her? He waited for the door to open and close again, sure she was gone. He stepped out. His mom jumped.
 

“Rocco Buffone! Why were you lurking back there?”
 

“Sorry,” he said, quickly kissing her cheek. “Had to check something. See you later.”
 

He went onto the sidewalk and spotted Chiara a little way down. She walked slowly and as he made his way around, she wiped her eyes and checked her reflection in a small mirror. He jogged around the back of some neighboring businesses and ambled out, meeting Chiara as she passed.
 

“Hi,” he said. It seemed to take her a moment to register his presence.
 

“Hi. What are you doing here?” she said.
 

“Going to lunch.
You?”
 

“Same,” she said. She quickened her pace.
 

“Why don’t we eat together? Lucca’s okay?”
 

She nodded and glanced at him. He smiled, though really his chest clenched in misery. The pain in her eyes, her weary expression, her wrinkled tee and jeans which hung slightly wrong because she’d lost weight, her usually shiny hair pulled into a dull low ponytail told him more than any words could have. He distracted himself by watching the cars passing by. They crossed the street and he held the door for her at the deli. It was almost one, so the line wasn’t as long as it had been when he’d walked by earlier.
 

After placing their order, they picked out drinks and he got a bag of Dirty potato chips, hoping the name might make her smile. They waited in silence until their sandwiches were ready. He insisted on paying and led her to one of the small tables. She didn’t seem to notice the chip bag, or if she did, she pretended not to. The low hum of conversation and the radio on in the back joined the crinkling of sandwich paper and chopping of vegetables and meat. Chiara ate her sandwich almost greedily. He raised an eyebrow, which she caught as she glanced up. Her cheeks bloomed red.
 

“I forgot to eat breakfast,” she said as if in apology.
 

“You’ve lost weight,” he said. He tried to keep his tone neutral, but it sounded scolding.
 

“You make it sound like a bad thing.”She tore at a paper napkin.
 

“I liked you the way you were.” Now he sounded grumbly.
 

“This is how I am. I don’t care if you like me,” she said as she quickly wrapped up her sandwich. “Thanks for lunch, I need to get back.” She rose and slung her purse onto her shoulder.
 

“Chiara…”
 

She shook her head and walked away. The bell on the door jangled when she pushed it open. He blew out a breath. He should stick to what he’d said and abstain from seeing her. Her uncle Max was right too, Chiara needed time to get through her divorce and figure out her life. Problem was, Rocco wasn’t much for abstinence. Even more disturbing, what if once Chiara figured things out, he wasn’t part of her equation?
 

Five weeks later, Rocco sat in his darkened living room, counting. Five days since he’d seen Chiara, at church with her boys on Halloween. He kept his distance but was pleased to see Max wearing the Giants uniform costume and Danny the scientist outfit he’d sent to Isabella’s, anonymously, of course.
 

That’s how he felt lately, like the invisible man, watching, helping Chiara, but never letting her know. Let her think it was her uncle Max or her grandma, who both suspected it was all him, but hadn’t given him up. Four weeks since he’d last gone out, looking to hook up. He hadn’t, though, as he hadn’t since before he and Chiara made love. Unfortunately, Isabella spotted him at the bar and he wondered if Chiara’s increased iciness when they met at the office had anything to do with that. In three nights, Chiara’s birthday, complete with a family party, to which he’d been invited with the rest of his family. He wasn’t sure he should go. Two months since he and Chiara had last been together; it was the longest time he hadn’t had sex in years. One, Chiara was the one woman for him. Without her, he may as well have nothing.
 

He paced the floor of that same room on Sunday night. Chiara’s thirty-fifth birthday. He’d sent a huge bouquet of red roses to her at Isabella’s, no card. He liked to imagine Chiara’s face, her dimpled smile when she received his gifts, warmed by the idea of her pleasure. Though if he thought about the fact that she’d probably frown and throw everything in the trash if she knew it was from him, it chilled him to the bone. His phone rang. His uncle Rob’s usually booming voice whispered.
 

“Get yourself over here now,” he said.
 

Rocco sat down and stood again. “Why?”
 

“Why do you always question? Get here.”
 

“It’s already after dinner.”
 

“So you’ll be here for cake.”
 

“I can’t. It’ll cause problems.”
 

“If you don’t show up, it’ll cause me a problem. Leonora’s threatened to freeze me out if I don’t get you over here.”
 

“So?”
 

“If you knew…” Uncle Rob grunted in frustration. Rocco had to smile. He had a pretty good idea.
 

No need for them both to be without. “Okay, I’ll be there in ten.” Maybe Leonora had some magic. She must to keep Uncle Rob’s interest this long.
 

Uncle Rob met him outside the Vitales’, not a good sign. Rocco’s stomach clenched as he walked up the path, recalling that disastrous night in July. He’d tried running ahead and had been thrown out. He’d never been good at stealing bases.
 

They walked into the house together, into the same living room. This time, his family, minus Faith, Brad, and Ava, who’d had the flu, sat around with Chiara’s parents, her uncle Max, Grandma Leonora, Isabella, Santo, Bobbie, Tomaso, and a tall, thin brunette who Rocco assumed was Tomaso’s wife. They filled the two sofas, six chairs, some pulled from the dining room, while the kids, Danny, Max, Bobbie and Santo’s daughter, and Rocco’s three nephews played Monopoly at the dining room table. His family’s presence didn’t settle his stomach, especially when the room hushed as they all noticed him. Except Chiara, who wasn’t in the room. Rocco would have left right then, but Uncle Rob blocked his exit.
 

He greeted everyone, kissing his mom’s cheek.
 

Leonora rose and hugged him. “How good of you to join us,” she said, too enthusiastically.
 

He nodded. They turned at a strangled sound. Chiara. She was beautiful. Her hair shone, dark against her unusually pale face, a conservative but figure hugging little black dress highlighting almost all his favorite spots. But he wished he hadn’t come. Her expression flashed an emotion: stricken. What a thing to do to her, ever, much less on her birthday. He swallowed and looked at his shoes.
 

“Is Phil on his way?” Leonora asked.
 

“Yes,” Chiara said.
 

Oh, great.
 

“Uncle Roc!” his nephews shouted, breaking up the game. Danny scowled at him while Max joined Rocco’s nephews as they mobbed him. “Can you believe those Giants? You should have come over to watch the last game! Did you see it?”
 

They chattered on as he answered. “Yeah, of course.”
 

“I saw it too!” Max said. Rocco knelt down to hear him better and was almost knocked down by his nephews as they reenacted their favorite plays. “But I had to watch it by myself. At least Dad let me stay up.”
 

“I watched it alone too,” Rocco said. One more thing he should have done with Chiara. “I wish we could have seen it together.” He meant it too. Max was a good kid and he loved baseball as much as Rocco did.
 

“Maybe next year we could go to a game,” Max whispered, glancing toward his brother. Rocco smiled. “And you were right about Uncle Santo. He likes baseball too. We watched the game at his house on Sunday.”
 

Rocco glanced at Santo, whose expression of hatred was rivaled only by Chiara’s father.
 

Ray whispered to his wife. “Kids, why don’t we get our things?” Rocco’s sister-in-law said. “Danny and Max’s dad is on his way and your dad and I have work in the morning.”
 

“But the cake,” Chiara’s mom said, rising. “I’ll get it now. Isabella, help me with the plates and things.” She and Isabella went out.
 

Ray stood next to him now. His parents shifted uncomfortably at the obvious tension in the room.
 

“Chiara, I hope you have a good wish in mind,” Leonora said in a twinkling voice.
 

Chiara glanced at him and he knew she thought of the wishing well in Balboa Park too. He’d already gotten his wish, but it turned out he wanted more. Chiara’s cheeks blushed a becoming pink. “Some things you shouldn’t wish for,” she said in a quiet oice.
 

“Shouldn’t, humph. It’s your birthday,” Leonora said. 
 

“I have to agree with Chiara,” Bobbie said.
 

Rocco crossed his arms. She just didn’t know when to shut up.
 

“That must be Phil,” Leonora said when the doorbell chimed. “Bobbie, be a dear and answer it.” Bobbie sat still. “Santo, perhaps you’d both go? You know how that doorbell upsets me.”
 

Rocco had no idea what she meant, but Santo obviously did. He almost jumped up, the flustered frown on his face reminded Rocco of their ball playing days. Grabbing Bobbie’s arm, they went to answer the door.
 

Rocco took a few deep breaths, the crowded room closing in on him. Phil walked in behind Santo and Bobbie. Danny ran to his dad, hugging him, as Chiara’s mom walked in the dining room with a candle-lit sheet cake. Everyone stood and began singing “Happy Birthday.” Chiara managed to blow out all the candles, with a little help from the kids.
 

Chiara stared at him, holding her plate in her trembling hand, while her mom served the cake to everyone else. The chatter, the others, even the lights, dimmed as he returned her look. His body lightened, lifted toward her, feeling her pull. So much for resisting. If he didn’t take her home tonight, he couldn’t be responsible for his actions. He’d have to plead temporary insanity.
 

Their lock on each other was broken when her boys tugged on her, ready to leave. Rocco backed up and went to the window facing the front yard. Chiara had probably stood at this window countless times. What did she think about? What had been her dreams?
 

“We’re leaving too,” Ray said. Rocco edged out and hugged his sister-in-law and nephews. “Be careful,” Ray whispered.
 

Rocco nodded and glanced at Chiara’s uncle Max, who stood surveying the room. “I think I have back up, thanks,” he said in a hushed tone. Leonora and Uncle Rob’s laughter mingled. Plenty of support this time.
 

Phil took the boys, Ray and his family followed, as did Tomaso and his wife. Santo, Bobbie, and their daughter took plates and mugs into the kitchen. The rest of them stood awkwardly in the living room.
 

“Ray, Carlotta,” Mr. Vitale said to Rocco’s parents, “I don’t want to be rude, but I would appreciate it if you told your son to leave.”
 

“That is rude, Santo,” Leonora said. “You have no reason to speak to your guests that way.”
 

“You haven’t been around, as usual, so don’t--” Chiara’s father said.
 

“We heard what happened in July, but--” Rocco’s dad said.
 

“Then you know why I don’t want him anywhere near my daughter.”
 

Chiara stood, shaking a little, a horrified grimace on her face. 
 

“Santo,” Leonora said, “need I remind you that you seduced a sixteen-year-old girl, my daughter? Whatever Rocco and Chiara have done can’t be worse than that.”
 

“Mama!” Chiara’s mom said. “You know that’s not how it was. Whereas I know it’s not Chiara’s fault. Even she thinks he has some hold on her she doesn’t understand. She was vulnerable and he took advantage.”
 

Chiara went red before paling. “You took that paper from my purse, didn’t you?”
 

“I was looking for a pen. You always have one and it fell out.”
 

“So you read it? What is wrong with you, all of you? I’m thirty-five and you’re still trying to control me. These people,” Chiara said, motioning to Rocco’s parents, “have been kinder to me than my own family. They haven’t judged me or tried to meddle. They just helped.”
 

Rocco’s brows edged together as she glanced at him. Did she really think it was his fault? That he took advantage of her? His shoulders sagged and he shoved his hands in his pockets. Chiara ran out. The front door slammed.
 

“Go after her,” Leonora said.
 

Before anyone could protest, Rocco jogged out into the cool night. Chiara stood under the apple tree in the corner of the yard, the first place he’d looked. She leaned against the trunk when he approached.
 

“Why are you here?” she said.
 

“Your grandma,” he said.
 

“Go away.”
 

He almost turned but he looked at her first. Her chin quivered and her eyes darted like a scared little girl. “No,” he said.
 

She met his eyes with a frown. “I don’t get you. Isabella told me--”
 

“I was out at a bar? I wasn’t drinking. Maybe I thought about finding some woman, but can you really blame me? I didn’t though. No one wants to have sex with a guy who can’t stop talking about another woman.”
 

“Chiara,” Isabella called as she walked out into the yard. “You forgot your purse and I need you to give me a ride, remember?”
 

Rocco waited until Isabella stood next to him. He grabbed Chiara’s purse and dug in it for her keys.
 

“Hey,” Isabella said. He handed her the keys.
 

“Hostage negotiations,” Rocco said.
 

“What are you offering?” Isabella said.
 

“One, pissing off your brother Santo.
Two, getting in good with your grandma.
Three, free handyman service anytime. Four,…” He couldn’t think of more.
 

“Pissing off my dad,” Isabella said. She smiled. “Five, a happier sister. ‘Night.”
 

“Isabella,” Chiara said in a pleading tone.
 

More voices sounded from the porch. Rocco grabbed Chiara, slung her over his good shoulder, and strode to his truck. Male voices shouted at him to stop, but he didn’t. He opened the passenger door of his truck and slid Chiara into the seat, buckling her up. She hadn’t hit him or yelled and when he brushed against her, she whispered a sigh.
 

“Happy Birthday!” Leonora shouted. Chiara raised her hand to her as Rocco got in. He revved the engine and drove away.
 

“Why are you doing this,” Chiara asked, staring out the window. “Aside from the obvious.”
 

“I have a birthday present for you.”
 

“I got all your gifts,” she said.
 

“You knew?”
 

“I wasn’t sure at first. But Uncle Max had told me you called him about getting Grandma to town, so I had an idea. The boys love their costumes. The roses are gorgeous. I play the Alicia Keys CD every day. And write in the journal.”
 

“Maybe I should’ve gotten you one with a lock,” he said.
 

She smiled. “I need to stop writing on scraps of paper and leaving them in my purse.”
 

“Do you think that?” he said. He turned onto his street.
 

“What?”
 

“That I took advantage of you.” He parked in his driveway and turned off the car. The silence unnerved him for a moment.
 

“No. I just write to try and figure things out.”
 

“Have you figured it out?”
 

“No.”
 

“I’ll take you home if you want.”
 

“I want my birthday present.”
 

“Maybe it’s not what you want.”
 

“You’re the only one who can give me what I want,” she said.
 

If only she meant more than sex. Still, he grinned. Sex was great, he’d take whatever she gave. He hopped out and walked to her door, opening it and leading her into the house, his hand on the small of her back.
 

They stood in the darkened living room, close together. “What can I do?” he said.
 

“Take care of me,” she whispered.
 

Forever. But he held the word in. Her husky voice and roaming hands told him what she meant. His body didn’t care, but responded immediately to her touch. They kissed, deep and long. He took her hand and led her into his bedroom.
 

Slowly, he unzipped her dress and slid it off. Caressing her face, he gazed into her eyes. They sparkled with tenderness. Hope drew a smile to his lips. His fingers tingled as he ran them through her hair. She placed her hand over his and kissed his palm. Fires snapped to life in every limb. They explored each other with torturous, fantastic thoroughness, peeling off the rest of their clothes as they went. He pressed himself into her as they kissed again, moaning at her warm, naked, beautiful body. Silently, he maneuvered her onto the bed, watching her as he opened his nightstand drawer. His chest tightened for a moment, seeing how her curves had diminished and her stillness, as if she didn’t have the energy to participate. He could give enough for them both.
 

Her relief as he entered her washed over him, urging him to steady his pace and watch her. They studied each other. Chiara wrapped her legs around him, drawing herself closer to him. As she tilted and thrust in tiny movements, he held her, his body craving her, moving closer to the edge. They rocked together. Kissing her hair, her scent pulling him into the chasm, he let go.
 

“I love you,” he whispered in her ear. They dropped together into pure pleasure. He breathed her in as he came back up into reality.
 

Her breath blew hot on his neck, still heavy. He kissed her ear, her cheek, her lips. Smiling, he gazed at her. Her eyes were closed--a tear, like a dewdrop, flashed down. He waited for her to open her eyes and tell him what he most wanted to hear. But she turned her face away and pushed on his chest.
 

He broke, splintered like a cracked bat. Rolling off her, he put his arm over his face and lay back. Her body was warm next to his but he grew cold, shut away from her. She gave her body, but nothing else. His hands clenched, sending a message to the rest of him to do the same. Darkness enveloped him. 
 

Chiara sat up, jostling the bed. “I understand,” she said. He almost laughed, but his throat constricted. “We all say things like that when…the sex is that good.”
 

She didn’t say it. He shut himself down, assumed his game face. “Yeah.” He chuckled as he stood and walked into the bathroom. “I love you for tonight.” He pulled the door shut behind him and stood in the black empty space.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

 
 

Chiara pulled her knees into her chest and hugged her legs. A few more tears rolled down her cheeks. To hear him say those words was sweeter than she ever imagined. But she knew it wouldn’t work, wouldn’t last, and she couldn’t take any more pain right now. She just wanted this one night, but now she couldn’t have that. She stood and almost fell back onto the bed. Steadying herself, she walked to the other side of the bed to find her clothes. Bending down to retrieve her panties, she snapped up when the bathroom door opened.
 

“Take me home now,” she asked, barely managing the words.
 

“If you want,” he said. She shivered at his tone. Glancing at him, she froze. Moonlight traced his strong, taut body, the crags and laugh lines in his face. He turned and saw her looking.
 

“I want this night with you,” she said, finding her voice. “Tonight, I want to believe. I don’t want to know anything except being here with you.” She gripped her dress to her stomach and pleaded silently.
 

“What do you want to believe?”
 

“That you love me,” she whispered, studying his chest.
 

He took her chin in his hand and forced her to look at him. “Why does it matter?”
 

“Because I love you,” she said. Her clothes floated to the floor. His hands held her cheeks and his body eased next to hers. He kissed her and she threw her arms around his neck. She devoured his kisses and returned them, each one an apology. As he kissed her cheeks and neck, she moaned softly. “I love you, oh, I love you,” she whispered.
 

“And I love you, my Chiara, my light.” Sincerity and truth permeated every word uttered in his deep, tender voice, confirmed in his unwavering gaze. Never had anyone spoken to her like that. She’d heard the words, said them herself, but now they entered her ready to take up residence and remodel. Too bad you’re uninhabitable, a little voice whispered to her. She kissed Rocco with an urgency that made her stomach queasy. Pressing her cheek into his chest alleviated the illness, which faded as he caressed her back.
 

“I’ll take care of you,” he said. He eased them into bed, where they lay snuggled together.
 

She ran her fingers over his chest. “When did you know?”
 

“It started at Ava’s christening party. I knew something was different.”
 

“All that time?” She bit her lip. Maybe…
 

“Not you, I guess. Did you just realize it or something?”
 

She smiled at his teasing. “I knew for sure when we had sex the first time.”
 

He shifted and tensed. “But you don’t want to, do you?”
 

“Want to what?” She knew what he meant but she didn’t want to talk about it.
 

“Love me.”
 

“I’m still married. I can’t give you anything right now.”
 

“You mean you won’t.”
 

“Please don’t. I can give you tonight. If that’s not enough…”
 

“It’s not. I want--”
 

“This was a mistake.” She began to rise, but he tightened his hold and brought her back into his chest.
 

“I’m not letting you go,” he said. “I need you here. Gotta make sure you eat your breakfast.”
 

“I promise, but only if it comes with a side of sausage.”
 

He chuckled. “That’s on the all night unlimited buffet. For me, some biscotti.”
 

Chiara smiled. “A sweets man?”
 

“The Chiara dessert special only.”
 

She leaned into him more closely. His savory man scent made her forget all her concerns. Turning sideways, he pressed himself against her and gazed at her again as he smoothed her hair. She began to kiss her way down, but he hugged her up to him, kissing her.
 

“Let’s save the eating until later,” he said. “First, we need to make up.”
 

“I thought we did,” she said, teasing.
 

“I’m not sure you’re convinced,” he said. His fingertips traced her spine, drawing heat lower and deeper.
 

“You know me too well.”
 

“I don’t think so.” They were as close as two people could get, almost. “Enough to know you’re ready.”
 

“For you, always,” she whispered.
 

“Me too.”
 

He kissed her as they came as close as they could to each other. Moving inside her, he proved the truth of his words. They wrapped around each other in a complete embrace.
 

“You’re so…” he said. He stopped. “I forgot--”
 

“It’s okay,” she said in a low tone. He felt too good, the bareness of him, the extra heat. She’d just finished her cycle, so she knew she couldn’t get pregnant. She trusted him with the rest, with her life.
 

He sighed out in relief and began again. The intimacy of their position gripped her, the truth of his love knocked on the doors of her empty rooms.
 

“Please don’t stop,” Chiara whispered. “Don’t ever stop.”
 

He quickened his pace slightly before he studied her. Afraid to meet his eyes, she shut hers and kissed him.
 

“I won’t,” he breathed out as she moved to his neck. He must have known what she meant without even looking at her. If he stopped loving her, it would finally break that part of her she thought was gone, or buried, or damaged beyond repair. Rocco was an amazing handyman. But would he be satisfied working on her jobsite only?
 

She grasped him tighter as he continued his steady strokes. Heat melted her into him and she lost all thought but that she needed him, wanted to be his wife, have his baby. She almost screamed it, but she caught herself, somehow, before the sweet release silenced her. Holding Rocco, she made herself tighten around him until he came. She groaned with him, overwhelmed with the sensation of him inside her.
 

They didn’t speak again, but Chiara smiled. His touch spoke to her as words couldn’t. She held him as his breath slowed, sleep overtaking him. He slipped out but she remained locked in his arms, their legs intertwined. Snuggling into his chest, she found the beat of his heart. Soon it drowned out the inner voice, the one that told her a man like him couldn’t be faithful, love never lasted, he didn’t want to get married and have a baby, he was happy with his life the way it was. Tonight his heart, his body, his love, was hers. It had to be enough.
 

Aside from a midnight trip to the bathroom, Chiara slept all night curled into Rocco’s sturdy body. She thought about waking him up for a midnight snack, but his face beamed a contented half smile, so she just scooted herself back to where she’d been and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the room was still dark, but the clock told her it was time to get up. She sighed and Rocco shifted.
 

“Where’re you going?” he said as she slid her legs from his.
 

“It’s six-thirty. I need to be at work at eight and I still have to stop by Isabella’s and change.”
 

“Let’s call in sick,” he said.
 

“Like your parents wouldn’t see through that.”
 

“If you’d--”
 

“I’m getting in the shower.”
 

“I’m coming,” he said.
 

They both did--another one of Chiara’s fantasies fulfilled. There was nothing quite like shower sex: hot water spraying, steam floating, bodies slick and wet, the acrobatics of balancing against the wall. Of course, Rocco was so strong, he supported her, which only added to her enjoyment.
 

After dressing, they ate breakfast. Rocco made her scrambled eggs with spinach on toast and she cleaned her plate, the first time in over a month. Sex was a real appetite booster. He smiled while they sat at the table, clearly satisfied. She washed the dishes while he poured coffee into two travel mugs.
 

“Do you have an extra toothbrush?” she said.
 

“Probably,” he said. “You wouldn’t need to worry about all this if you’d move in.”
 

“I can’t.” She walked down the hall and opened the door to the closet she knew Sabrina had stored some bathroom things in.
 

“You won’t.” He stood near her. The frown in his tone made her back tense.
 

Grabbing a toothbrush from the shelf, she went into his bathroom. He stood at the other sink and they both finished getting ready to leave.
 

When she walked into the living room for her purse, he grabbed her arm.
 

“I want you to--”
 

“I told you, I can’t. I’m still married.”
 

“You’re getting divorced. Didn’t your lawyer tell you California is a no fault state? You’re a good mom--”
 

She clenched her jaw. “Right. Most people don’t see it that way. I can’t shake things. Kitty--” Her phone rang. Speak of the cat herself. That was insulting to felines. If she didn’t answer, Kitty would call back. “Good morning,” Chiara said, turning from Rocco.
 

“It won’t be until Phil is free of you,” Kitty said.
 

“We have children together.”
 

“I’ve heard what you’re up to,” Kitty hissed.
 

“I’m on my way to work, I need to go.”
 

“I’m sure it’s only temporary. Until you find another unsuspecting man to sink your claws into.”
 

“Stop calling me or I’ll have my lawyer--” Chiara said, trying to keep the shaking in her hands only. Kitty laughed, strangely lighthearted, like Glinda in “The Wizard of Oz.” Chiara shoved the phone in her purse.
 

“Phil’s mother?” Rocco said.
 

Chiara nodded.
 

“Is she threatening you? You should tell your lawyer.”
 

“Will you let me handle things?” Chiara snapped. “If you would have in the first place, I wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 

Rocco worked his jaw, his eyes sparked. “Bullshit,” he said. “You want a ride, I’m leaving. Otherwise, get a cab.”
 

Chiara followed him to his truck and climbed in. He sped the mile over to Isabella’s, screeching to a stop at the curb. “Just because you had a bad week doesn’t mean you can crap all over me,” he said. “Maybe if you didn’t give up so easily. It was only the first week you’d had the boys--”
 

“How did you know that?” she said. “Did your mom tell you?” She gripped her purse.
 

“No. I was in the office--”
 

“Eavesdropping.
Poor pitiful Chiara. Stay away from me,” she said. She threw open the door and jumped down, slamming the door before she ran to the house. Her hands shook as she found the keys, wishing he would come after her. But his truck peeled out and raced down the street. Hurriedly, she let herself in, ran into her room, changed, and left for work.
 

That day and evening she shut down, just so she could function. Mrs. Buffone asked if she was coming down with something, but Chiara assured her everything was fine. Chiara and Isabella snapped at each other that evening and both slammed themselves into their rooms for the night. Chiara tried to read, but she couldn’t concentrate. She stared at her phone for awhile then called the boys to wish them goodnight. It was her fault, but still Rocco could have been more sensitive since she was the one going through the divorce. Except she didn’t want his pity. She had to get through this by herself. Letting Phil help her in the beginning was now backfiring on her, and she saw no reason why things with Rocco would turn out differently. Except he wasn’t like Phil and his family seemed to truly care. But she’d thought that about the Kirkwoods in the beginning too. Her head ached. She turned off the light and tried to sleep.
 

Rocco called her the next morning, but she didn’t answer. A fitful sleep led her to the conclusion that she should just end it now before anymore damage was done. Working with his parents made it difficult to put him out of her mind, though. Maybe she should look for a different job. By the time they left for the day, Chiara wanted to lay her head on the desk and sob. She could call her grandma, but she seemed so busy with Rocco’s uncle Rob and catching up with family and friends in the city, Chiara decided against it. She had to do this alone.
 

Stretching, she finished some filing before straightening the tray and pen holder on the front of her desk. At least that could be orderly. The front door opened behind her. Rocco’s scent, his heat, moved toward her. She tensed and glanced back to be sure it was him. His angry frown made her face the desk again. The door shut and the lock clicked.
 

“Why won’t you answer my calls?” he said.
 

“I have nothing to say.”
 

He stood behind her. His pull on her set her on slow burn. “Dammit Chiara,” he growled. Grabbing her arms, he turned her to him and kissed her, fierce yet tender. When he stopped and studied her, she pulled away and faced the desk again. She had to stay numb. But his closeness made that impossible, at least physically. She leaned back slightly and twitched her dress up.
 

“We need to talk,” he said.
 

“It hurts,” she said, pressing herself into him. She reached back and undid his pants. “Make it better.” He didn’t move. The ache in her throbbed until tears stung her eyes. A single tear slid down her cheek as he eased his hands onto her breasts, squeezing while he kissed her neck. She bent over the desk and moved her panties down.
 

“Uh,” she grunted when he rammed into her. Every bit of her tingled, his forcefulness reawakening her feelings. Their breath panted and the desk rattled as she steadied herself against it. She dropped her torso and tilted her backside up. When he smacked her ass, she cried out a low moan of sheer delight. “Been naughty,” she said, hoping. He let loose a deep mm before he spanked her again. Ripples became a tidal wave which instead of destroying restored her. Rocco crashed too and pulled her up to him.
 

After fixing their clothes, she leaned on his chest. All her feelings swirled in her, muddied and confused. He’d taken away the ache, but now she hurt in a different place.
 

“I love you,” she said.
 

“I love you too. Come home with me.”
 

“Yes. But only for awhile.”
 

He lifted her face to his. “For always,” he said.
 

Her stomach jumped and dipped like on a roller coaster. He only wanted her to move in. “I can’t. I can stay until the weekend. Then I have the boys.”
 

“There’s room at my house. They like the front guest room, Sabrina told me.”
 

“Danny won’t anymore. He didn’t realize it was your house. I can’t. Please stop asking.”
 

“For now,” he said. “How about I take you out to dinner?”
 

“I’d rather make something,” she said. Quicker access to the Buffone specials that way.
 

“Better stop at the store, then,” he said as she gathered her things and turned the phone to night answering.
 

They walked the aisles of Franco’s market, holding hands, talking about their favorite foods. Chiara squeezed his hand when they passed old Mrs. Nance, who lived on her parents’ street and attended her church. Mrs. Nance clucked disapprovingly when she shuffled past them.
 

“Someone you know?” Rocco asked.
 

“A neighbor. I guess my mom’s been talking.”
 

“Who cares?” he said as he placed a head of lettuce in the basket.
 

“I do,” she whispered.
 

He breathed out, sounding exasperated. She tensed, holding back the urge to shout or slap him. They finished shopping in silence and drove to Isabella’s.
 

Chiara packed a couple bags while Rocco and Isabella talked in the living room.
 

“Mom call you?” Isabella asked when Chiara walked into the room.
 

“No, why?”
 

“Oh, we’re going to Bobbie’s family’s cabin near Tahoe for Thanksgiving. Usually, I wouldn’t want to go, but since I’m single…well, you know how I feel about ski instructors.” Isabella smiled.
 

Chiara rolled her eyes. “The boys will be in San Diego with Phil. But I don’t think--”
 

“Come on, don’t leave me alone with that bunch.”
 

“Sounds like you won’t be alone.”
 

“You should come to my family’s,” Rocco said.
 

Isabella’s phone rang. She answered and soon frowned. “Okay, well, a little late, Mom. Yeah. Bye.”
 

“What’s up?” Chiara asked.
 

“Maybe you should go to the Buffones’. It’ll be more fun.”
 

Chiara’s stomach clenched. “They don’t want me to come.”
 

“Dad and Santo…you know how they are. It’ll blow over soon, you’ll see.”
 

“I don’t care. Enjoy your week. Sure it’s okay for the boys to be here this weekend?”
 

“Yeah, why don’t we do something fun since they’ll be leaving the weekend after?”
 

Chiara nodded. It would be the boys’ first holiday away from her. She bit her lip and reached for her bags, but Rocco picked them up. They said goodbye to Isabella and went out to his truck.
 

“Why do you put up with them treating you like that?” Rocco said as he drove away.
 

“They’re my family,” she said. She leaned back into the seat.
 

“What about that Kitty? She’s not.”
 

“They…I owe them, in a way. They paid my school loans and some credit card debt I had.”
 

“Thought they could buy you, huh?”
 

Chiara tensed, goose bumps lined her arms. “It wasn’t like that.”
 

“They still paying?”
 

“Not that it’s your business, but no. I handle most of the bills, or I did. I’ve been careful.” She glanced at him. His twisted grimace made her neck hurt. “I don’t need you to lecture me about money.”
 

“Who’s lecturing?” he said.
 

“I can tell you want to.”
 

“No wonder you have no problems, you’re a fuckin’ mind reader,” he said.
 

“And you’re an asshole.”
 

“That’s quite a combo,” he said. He grinned wickedly at her as he parked in his driveway.
 

“We’ve got four nights,” she said. She returned his smile.
 

“Four nights…not near enough.”
 

“It’ll have to do,” she said.
 

“For now,” he said before he hopped from the truck and led her inside.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

 
 

Water gurgled into the kitchen sink. He should check the pipes. Chiara stood washing dishes from their dinner of pizza from Gemingelli’s. Even that caused a disagreement: Chiara wanted the Genoa, a spinach, pesto, and artichoke heart pizza while Rocco liked the sausage, mushroom, and black olive traditional style. They’d had their four nights together last week, and four more this week, with a lot of persuasion on his part. She wore him out, but not in the bedroom. No complaints there. Loving him seemed to be an inconvenience to her and she resisted every attempt to talk about the future or their relationship.
 

Leaning back on the couch, he sighed. He finally had what he thought he’d wanted all these years: a hot woman who wanted sex, a lot of it, and little else. So many times women tried to leave a toothbrush, deodorant, a change of clothes, or some other personal item at his place and that would be the end of anything with them. He used to laugh with other guys about it and now he was the joke.
 

“Sitting in the dark?” Chiara said, standing in the kitchen doorway. The backlighting silhouetted her curves.
 

“Thinking,” he said. He closed his eyes. When he looked at her too much, he got foolish.
 

“I know you want me to stay for Thanksgiving, but I’m going to Grandma’s…”
 

“Figured,” he said. “What else?” He’d heard the hesitation at the end of her statement, as if she had more to say she knew he wouldn’t like.
 

“I talked to your mom today. She’s letting me take December off.”
 

Rocco sat up and stared at her. Her eyes darted and she clasped her hands.
 

“You just started two months ago,” he said.
 

“I know, but I need time…Grandma said I could stay with her. I only get to see the boys on weekends anyway. I can drive down from the city. I’ve always liked it there. Maybe--”
 

“You’re moving to San Francisco?” He stood and paced, his arms emphasizing his words. “You’d rather move there than here? Unbelievable. This is what I get. Hell.”
 

“Don’t raise your voice at me,” she said, doing the same thing.
 

“Why not?” he shouted. Talking softly didn’t work.
 

She blew out a breath. He wouldn’t look at her. How could she claim to love him and do this? She must have lied. It made no sense.
 

“I need to figure out how I want the rest of my life to be. Jumping from Phil to you--”
 

“I’m just the rebound, right? Hey, I know all about that.” Payback really was a bitch. And her name was Chiara. “You were right. We got caught up in the excitement but obviously it’s not working. It’s been fun,” he said. He walked down the hall.
 

“I’m sorry,” she said.
 

He waved his hand without turning around. She must have known all week, at least. No wonder she never left anything and insisted on having her car here. All for the best now. He shut the door to his room and leaned against it. After a few minutes, he banged his head on the wood surface. His chest gripped. She was gone. He was alone.
 

Opening the door, he walked back into the living room. Chiara’s scent still lingered, part orange grove, part sex room. He scooped his keys and wallet from the phone table between the kitchen and dining room doorways. A few beers maybe but scotch would be better. As he put his wallet in his pocket, he looked at the wall. Sabrina and Shawn’s faces beamed at him from a photo taken last Christmas. He’d promised them no more drinking. Whatever kind of crap ass failure he was, he would do right by them. He tossed the keys and wallet back and stretched. His shoulder twinged. No sledge hammering this time.
 

He paced for a bit, like a caged gorilla. Some chest beating wouldn’t be far off. He hadn’t spoken to Shawn in awhile. But it was Friday night and he didn’t want to interrupt anything. Then again, Shawn wouldn’t answer if he had something going on. He called.
 

“Dad, hey,” Shawn said after Rocco said hello and asked how he was. “Didn’t expect to hear from you.”
 

“Why not? We haven’t talked for a couple weeks. Your mom and John still coming down there for Thanksgiving?”
 

“Yeah. His son and daughter both live down here too, so it’s easier. We’ll see you for Christmas, though, right?”
 

“That’ll be good.” Rocco jingled his keys.
 

“Everything okay? Last I heard from Sabrina…isn’t Chiara there?”
 

“She was. Not anymore. Where’d she hear that?”
 

“Grandma or Aunt Faith I’d guess. Chiara have her boys for Thanksgiving?”
 

“No, she’s going to her Grandma’s in San Francisco. Maybe for good.”
 

Shawn didn’t say anything for a few moments. Rocco swallowed and trudged to the couch.
 

“You know, maybe I’d rather come up there for the holiday--”
 

“Don’t do that,” Rocco said. “I’m not gonna screw up again, not in a big way.” They both chuckled. “You and your sister spent enough time worrying about me. I’m the Dad, that’s my job. Now, tell me how things are there.”
 

Shawn told him, about his classes, new friends, and his and Sabrina’s plan to drive up next month. Only a month and they’d both be here. They hung up and Rocco put down the phone. He didn’t need Chiara. He’d always gotten enough love from his family and plenty of women for his other needs. All this stuff with her was some mid-life crisis. Better she was gone, now he could get back to the way his life used to be. It had been a satisfying life and it would be again.
 

Over the next week, though, he only went to work before coming home each night. Except for the one AA meeting.
Wasn’t as irritating as he remembered. Then he worked on his home projects and collapsed into bed. He’d gotten the yard into good shape the last weekend, and installed a new tub in his bathroom. Of course, he’d ordered the larger whirlpool tub hoping Chiara would be in it with him, but there would be other women.
 

Thanksgiving had been okay, a nice day with his family: his parents, Ray and his family, Faith, Brad, Ava, Brad’s parents, and a few family friends who didn’t have family nearby. Uncle Rob had spent the day with Leonora and her family.
 

As he sat watching TV the day after, his mind kept wandering to that scene. He’d heard Chiara’s uncle and grandma had a large extended family up there. He should stop thinking about her. She probably hadn’t given him a second thought.
 

When his phone rang some time later, he practically pounced on it. He should get out more. It was his uncle Rob, an unusual occurrence. They talked briefly about the holiday before a silence buzzed.
 

“Something going on,” Rocco asked after a minute. Uncle Rob would never call without a purpose.
 

“I tell you, come up here and get Chiara,” Uncle Rob commanded.
 

“Excuse me?”
 

“I need to explain?”
 

“She chose to go--” Rocco began.
 

“I’m all for the Buffone pride, but unless you want to lose your woman--”
 

“She was never mine.”
 

“Could have fooled the rest of us. Yesterday, all the families gathered. Lots of twenty-somethings. I’ve met them all now and they’re good people. But there’s this one, I know his type, the family playboy, reminds me of me…Gianni DeGrazia, he was getting mighty cozy with Chiara. Max doesn’t like it. And neither should you.”
 

Rocco gripped the phone in an effort to keep from hurling it across the room. “If she wants to be with someone else, she’s free. So am I. I don’t plan on sitting around here by myself.”
 

“Don’t be a fool. A woman like her--”
 

“What, is she cramping your style with Leonora? Must be crowded there, the three of you.”
 

“Bull-headed just like your dad.”
 

“He always said I took after you,” Rocco said.
 

“Listen, Chiara’s making new friends already--”
 

“Good for her. I was on my way out. Have a good weekend,” Rocco said before hanging up.
 

Now he did throw the phone. He ran his hands over his head. A bar was the best pick up spot, but he couldn’t risk it. He had some numbers of women, several months old now, but worth a try. He called every one, even delved into his old numbers, but none were available and a few hung up on him. Six months of his life wasted. He’d have to start over, back to finding the women and building his reputation with the ones who could be counted on for a good time, commitment free. It got more difficult at his age, unless he wanted to date much younger women. Most women closer to his age wanted stability, a relationship. Though there were those few, divorcees or singles, who just wanted sex. The trouble was finding them.
 

Apparently, finding women wasn’t the problem. He was. Him and his stupid preoccupation with Chiara. He went out Saturday night, even made out with some blond by her car in the parking garage near the bar. She invited him home, but he couldn’t make himself go. He was going to follow her to her place, but his mind wandered to Chiara and he drove home without even realizing what he was doing.
 

As he walked into his dark house, the phone rang. It was almost midnight, the last time anyone called his home phone this late was a year ago when Ray phoned to tell him about his dad’s heart attack. He fumbled the phone and answered.
 

“Rocco?” It was Chiara. A grin pushed out before he forced it away.
 

“Yeah,” he said in a low voice.
 

“Did you have a good Thanksgiving?” 
 

What the hell, was she calling to chit-chat?
 

“Sure, you?” Not that he needed to ask. He clenched his jaw and paced. 
 

“Fine, everyone’s been really nice.” She sounded far away.
 

“It’s late. I was just going to bed.” 
 

“Sorry, I didn’t realize…I haven’t been sleeping much.”
 

Oh, that Gianni keeping her up? He clenched his hands. Dammit.
 

“Are you still there?” she asked.
 

“Yeah. Is there a reason you called?” he snapped.
 

“I wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”
 

“You said that already.”
 

“I didn’t think you heard me,” she said.
 

He heard everything she ever said to him. “Why are you sorry?”
 

“For fighting with you.” Her voice was so soft and quiet, soothing. He shook his head. Unless she said she was coming back, he wouldn’t cave in. He waited, the quiet making him tap his fingers just for the sound.
 

“I guess I should let you go,” she said.
 

“Nothing else to say?” He had to give her one more chance.
 

“Nothing you’ll want to hear.” Now her tone had an edge.
 

“Try me,” he said. If only she would.
 

“Can you…I mean, can we not see other people?”
 

“Meaning?” He stood still and smiled.
 

“I don’t know. Never mind.”
 

His ears pounded and his smile faded. “If you mean you want to keep me on a leash while you’re off screwing around, forget it. You want me to keep you on my list, fine, but don’t expect me to sit at home alone.”
 

“What about the things we said…did you mean any of it?” she said in a strained tone.
 

“Did you? Doesn’t seem like it. Like you said, people say things in the heat of the moment. The excitement of the chase. Sometimes the catch isn’t what you thought it would be so you throw it back.”
 

“Right. ‘Bye,” she said.
 

He slammed the phone on the hook then put his hand over it. She’d said she didn’t want to see other people. But she didn’t say she was moving back. He loved her, but he wasn’t going to play games or let her stomp all over him. Self respect kept him from that. Then again, pride wasn’t much fun in bed. And it didn’t tell you it loved you. Maybe she was confused. He sure had been during his divorce. He felt like he ran around the ball field, always reaching the same end every time, never going anywhere, just getting winded.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

 
 

Chiara held her cell in her hand and cried. She’d done it to herself--she couldn’t blame Rocco. She’d fought with him, snapped at him, refused to listen. Now he didn’t love her anymore. No surprise--she was unlovable. 
 

She wallowed in the sticky mud of her misery for awhile. She believed it was the right image, since she felt stuck and dirty, and not in a good way. Taking a deep breath, she said hello to her feelings, acknowledging them. Grandma had explained how to do it and she’d heard it before. She often did that with Max and Danny, sometimes just saying “I hear you’re mad” or whatever the feeling was would diffuse it. So, she said hello to her sadness, anger, and fear. Asked them how they were doing tonight. Then she giggled.
 

Scrunching up her brow and biting her lip, she tried to recall the cadences in Rocco’s voice during their conversation. Something had been in his tone, a gentle tenderness, at least before his final words. It didn’t really matter, though, when she wasn’t ready to go further in their relationship, even if all that meant to him was for her to move in. She needed to get herself together or their love would never last.
 

Why couldn’t she be so clear with Rocco? Maybe if she was, he would understand. But when they spoke, her words jumbled and her defenses slammed up. Placing her phone on the nightstand, she took another deep breath and pulled the blankets to her chin, hoping the warmth would help her sleep.
 

“Good morning, sunshine,” her grandma said the next morning when Chiara walked into the kitchen of the flat. Chiara’s tiny smile widened at her grandma’s words.
 

“Good morning,” she said as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “Where’s Uncle Rob?”
 

“Still in bed,” Grandma said. She smiled slyly.
 

“Grandma, you are some woman.”
 

“I know. Did you talk to Rocco?”
 

“Yes,” Chiara said. Her smile was gone.
 

“Didn’t you tell him how grateful you are he’s in your life, how you needed time to settle in with yourself?” 
 

“Not exactly,” Chiara said.
 

“You seemed clear when you told me.”
 

“I know. Maybe I should wait and talk to him in person.”
 

“He might not wait for you,” Grandma said.
 

“If he’s over me in a couple weeks it wasn’t really love.”
 

“You don’t know much about men, sunshine.”
 

“Maybe not. Thanks for giving me this time off. I’m going to have a fun week.”
 

“Good, you need it. Is today shopping or baking?”
 

“Shopping. Baking with everyone at Aunt Sophia’s on Friday. You coming?”
 

“I’ll be there, but just to amuse. I was never much of a baker. I’ve always counted on Celeste for that. Rob’s going home for the weekend on Thursday, so you and I will have a day of beauty. What about the rest of your week? Have you decided where you’ll go from here?”
 

“No. I’ll probably just hang around with family.” Chiara said hello to her longing and let a smile come out again.
 

“I think I know where you’re headed. Ah, Roberto, an espresso?” Grandma said when Uncle Rob ambled in, looking dapper in his dark slacks and sweater.
 

“Leonora, you are an angel,” he said, blowing her a kiss.
 

Grandma winked at him. Chiara laughed and offered to make breakfast. Listening to Grandma and Uncle Rob banter and make plans for their post-Christmas trip to Italy, Chiara grinned. She was surrounded by family and friends who loved and even liked her, the boys would be coming up for the weekend and they would have a great time getting to know the D’Angelos and doing Christmas crafts. She would enjoy this week. Then she would figure out what to do with the rest of her life.
 

A week and a half later, Chiara knew what she wanted, needed to do. The week before had gone exactly as planned and hoped. The boys had great fun and so did she. But, though she would keep up these new friendships and family ties, San Francisco wasn’t home. Close, but not quite. Chiara had visited and lived in different cities, but she was a suburban girl at heart.
 

Most importantly, her heart belonged to Rocco. Gianni had pursued her, pretty relentlessly for a bit, but Uncle Max finally shut him down. Apparently it had happened before. She sat on the couch Wednesday afternoon, holding her tummy while she sipped hot cocoa. She smiled. Her period was a week late now and she felt different, lighter. Maybe Rocco wouldn’t want a baby, but he couldn’t blame her. He had initiated the three times they’d forgotten to use a condom and he knew she wasn’t on the pill. Maybe he would be thrown at first, but she knew he loved children. Somehow it would all work out. Phil had asked her to have lunch on Sunday with him and the boys. She would move back to Isabella’s in the morning and go see Rocco after lunch.
 

On Saturday, Aunt Sophia threw her party with all the families there so they could visit since Chiara might not be back for awhile. She hoped Mrs. Buffone would still want her back at the job and Rocco at his house. Once she and Grandma got home to the flat that night, they visited for a bit and then Chiara went to pack. Changing for bed, she saw it. She had just been late. She wasn’t pregnant. She cried herself to sleep.
 

“Are you sure about this?” Grandma asked her the next morning as she set her bags by the front door.
 

“Yes,” Chiara said.
 

“You don’t look happy to be going.”
 

“It’s not that. I’ll miss you, though.” Chiara rubbed her stomach.
 

“We’ll see you for Christmas Eve. The Buffones are having a party.”
 

“I don’t know.”
 

“I do.” Grandma hugged her tightly and sent her out the door. “I’m always available for you, sunshine,” she said with a wave before she shut the door.
 

Chiara smiled and hauled her bags to her car. Back to Isabella’s, back home.
 

Isabella wasn’t home. She’d left a note saying she was having brunch with a friend. Some welcome so far. Chiara unpacked and got ready for lunch.
 

The boys were loving and Phil was very pleasant. They could finally all enjoy a meal together without Chiara feeling the pit in her stomach she had for the last few years. Chattering on, the boys mentioned Suzy so many times, Phil’s face flushed. Chiara sat taller and smiled. This must be why Kitty had stopped calling her and Phil was more receptive to her requests. Since it was raining, Phil excused the boys and let them go play a video game. Chiara reached for the plates to clear the table, but Phil put a hand on her arm.
 

“I’d like to talk,” he said.
 

“Sure,” Chiara said, folding her hands on the table.
 

“As you must have known, we’ve been spending a lot of time with Suzy.”
 

“Yes, she’s good to the boys. They like her a lot. And I know you’ve been friends for awhile.”
 

“She likes the boys too. Loves them, and me,” he said, staring at Chiara’s hands. 
 

She swallowed. “Great,” she said, trying to sound cheerful.
 

“We’re going to get married, as soon as the divorce is final. I want to make sure you’re okay with it all. We want to live here, but we’ll need more room, so we thought we’d move into Suzy’s until we get this place redone. Then Suzy’s parents will be moving out here and live in her house, so they can be closer to their grandchildren,” Phil said. He fidgeted with his napkin.
 

“They call the boys that already?”
 

“Well, you see…Suzy’s three months pregnant, they think it might be twins.”
 

Chiara hugged her stomach and bit the inside of her lip. “Do the boys know?”
 

“I wanted to tell you first. Is it okay with you? I mean, living at Suzy’s and all?”
 

“If the boys want to, it’s fine. I’m happy for you, and Suzy.” She patted Phil’s hand and managed a small smile. “When will you tell them?”
 

“Tonight. We’re going to Suzy’s for dinner.” He stood and stacked the plates. “Thanks. We’ll call you later tonight so you can talk to the boys about it.”
 

“Okay.” Chiara rose and went to say goodbye to the boys. Their hugs and kisses released some of the tension in her stomach, but one name beat in her as the balm for her ache: Rocco.
 

She drove around to his house, trying to figure out what to say. But she didn’t want to talk. Phil and Suzy together didn’t bother her. It was all the mess Phil had put her through when he was no better in his behavior, it was what he and Suzy had that she wanted with Rocco but had been too afraid to admit.
 

She knocked on the door. He opened it. Sportscasters’ voices from the TV swirled in the background. Staring at her with his deep brown eyes, he stepped aside to let her walk in. He appeared much the same as he had the first time she’d seen him: short hair, tee outlining his muscles, jeans, only socks, though, no work boots.
 

“Back in town?” he said.
 

She nodded and gazed at him. She didn’t care that he seemed angry, his brows pulled together and a frown. She kissed him. For a moment, he kissed back. But he must have sensed her desperation and he pulled away. She touched the frown lines, wanting to see the laugh lines, the broad grin and sparkling eyes. He grasped her hand.
 

“Why are you here?” he asked.
 

“Phil and Suzy are getting married. She’s pregnant,” Chiara said. It was easier to start with that than admit everything in her heart.
 

“Christ.” He shook his head and threw her hand from his grip. “I’m tired of being used. If you’d been upfront in the beginning that you just wanted sex and to complain about your husband, maybe I could’ve worked with that. But instead…I don’t get you. Maybe I don’t want to. I was watching the football game.” Striding to the couch, he sank into it and faced the screen.
 

“It’s not like that. Please listen--”
 

“I don’t want to hear it. You’re upset because now you’re out in the cold. Nothing to do with me,” he said. He rose and went down the hall.
 

“Let me explain.” She ran to him and grabbed his arm.
 

He pried away her fingers. “Go home,” he said. “Wherever that is. Go cry on someone else. I hear you have good prospects.” He slammed his bedroom door on her. She pounded on it.
 

“Let me in,” she shouted. The door was locked.
 

Music blared from behind the door. She beat her palm on the door until her hand went numb. Swallowing, she stopped. She could try to wait him out, but maybe she should let him cool off for a few hours. Then she could call. If he answered.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty
 

 
 

Rocco lay on his bed and waited. He figured Chiara would leave eventually. She’d almost gotten to him with her deep kiss, but something about it had been too needy and now he knew why. Let her go kiss that Gianni. Rocco wasn’t going to fill in when she dictated, her rotating utility player.
 

A fine line of sweat beaded on his brow at the thought of her with someone else. But she probably already had been. Uncle Rob told him how she and Gianni had been out several times over the last few weeks, how Uncle Rob had seen them kissing in Gianni’s car. Uncle Rob seemed to think this would spur him to action but it only made him feel sick and determined to forget Chiara. He wasn’t going to bother about that yet, though, since Shawn and Sabrina would be here next weekend. They planned on staying with him until Christmas Eve and then going to their mom’s.
 

The music blasted, but he still heard Chiara’s pounding. Even once she stopped, the beat in the music kept the sound of her pleading knocks alive in his ears. He flipped the radio off. His ears still throbbed. He covered them for a minute and shook his head. She owed him an explanation. He had let her off too easily.
 

Opening his door, he jogged down the hall. She wasn’t in the living room. A door opened behind him. She stepped out from the second bathroom. Her eyes widened briefly before she licked her lips. Walking to the coffee table, he picked up the remote and turned off the TV.
 

“What did you mean, you heard I have good prospects?” she asked from behind him.
 

“Gianni. I won’t be used.”
 

“I haven’t used you,” she said. “Gianni pursued me. I can’t help that.”
 

“Right.
Must be nice never to be to blame.”
 

“Gianni, and whoever you may have dated these last weeks, has nothing to do with us.”
 

“You kissing another guy has nothing to do with us?”
 

“He kissed me,” she said.
 

“This is pointless.” He wouldn’t face her. Staring at the blank wall, he shook his head.
 

“The point is I love you. I came back because I love you and I missed it here.” Her voice was soft and his anger simmered down, as if she’d turned down the flame under him.
 

“But the first thing you did was go see Phil? The first thing you mention after not seeing me for weeks is him and Suzy?”
 

“He said he needed to talk to me. It was easier to tell you about them than me. Please look at me,” she whispered.
 

He did. Her eyes searched his, pleading. He took a deep breath to try and ease the pressure in his body.
 

“What do you want?” he asked.
 

“You,” she said inching closer.
 

“Already knew that.”
 

“I’ve thought about the future, believing I should figure out where I wanted my life to go. That was a mistake. It only leads to disappointment. Can’t we just be together? Enjoy the moments as they come?”
 

He frowned, not understanding what she wanted.
 

She caressed his face and gazed at him. “For now, can it be enough? Just us.”
 

“So when you asked about not seeing other people…”
 

“I meant it. I wanted to tell you I’m grateful for you, how much I love you, but I needed time to sort myself out.”
 

“I liked you the way you were,” he said.
 

“Not everything.”
 

“Didn’t like you being married,” he groused.
 

Chiara smiled, her dimple winked. There was the woman he fell in love with--bright and teasing but with a tiny edge. “Me either,” she said.
 

His stomach clenched. What if she meant to anyone? He blew out a breath. All this thinking and planning was stressing him out. She put her hands on his chest, studying him. Briefly, she peeked down before slowly raising her eyes, veiled a little under her lashes. Her cheeks blushed pink. He whirred to life, like a power tool at the ready. She was here, she wanted him, loved him, what was the problem?
 

Chiara brushed her lips on his. No problems. Too much thinking had been the problem. Chiara took care of that issue for him. She explored his lips, chest, thighs, teasing her way to removing his pants. She gently pushed him onto the couch where she leant over and kissed him again while he fondled her. How could he have lasted so long without her? He wouldn’t again, no matter what it took. She overwhelmed his senses: her shiny hair as she maneuvered her way down, her low murmurings of enjoyment, the lingering orange flavor of her kisses, the readiness of their scents mingling, her strokes on his inner thighs and balls.
 

Making an okay sign over her lips, she grasped his hardening tool with her other hand and went to work. She slid him in and out, sucking and licking, wet and wild. But she was in control and he leaned back--all the tightness and tension of the last weeks drained away. He smiled and focused on her. He knew she had talent, but usually he strove to do something for her, except when she’d done it when he was half asleep. Now he surrendered to her touch, let her bring him to the edge, teetering. She bagged him before finishing the job. Groaning, he released everything into her, shuddering as her hot tongue caressed him.
 

Droopy-eyed and satisfied, he breathed deeply as she sat up and smiled. He chuckled as she bounced onto the couch next to him. She gave him a parting fondle before she kissed his cheek.
 

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear. Her warm breath traveled through him. No way was she getting away from him again.
 

“I love you,” he said. He snuck his arm around her and pulled her close into his chest. Enjoying her nearness, he waited in silence.
 

Sure enough, she spoke. “Isabella’s expecting me for dinner.”
 

“Invite her over here,” he said.
 

“My stuff is already there.”
 

“I’ll move it for you.”
 

“I can’t move in here.”
 

“Why not?” He blew out a breath. She’d sucked away all his worries and now she piled them back up.
 

“The boys, for one. I have them next week--”
 

“They can stay here.”
 

“Bad idea. Besides, aren’t Shawn and Sabrina here that week?” She tried to sit up, but he held on.
 

“Yes, but they won’t mind. Sabrina or Shawn could always stay at my parents’. No more excuses. Suzy’s pregnant, right? I don’t see the big deal, you being here.” He ran his fingers through her hair.
 

“Danny hates you,” she said.
 

“Max doesn’t. Danny’ll come around. He likes Shawn and Sabrina, likes the house, gets along fine with the rest of my family. He doesn’t have to talk to me, just sit at dinners with me.”
 

“I can’t, not now. I know they like Suzy, but it’s enough change.”
 

He closed his eyes, trying to stop the bubbling anger. She could avoid anything. Standing, he pulled up his pants and stretched. “Stay this week then,” he said. More thinking and planning to get her to remain after that. But if she was here, stress relief would be quick and frequent.
 

“Everyone will know, they--”
 

“Like they don’t already?” He spun around and lifted her to him. “Who are you?” he asked, using his hands to remind her. “Huh?” he said as her eyes flickered.
 

“Your dirty girl,” she whispered, grasping his hand before he could go under her panties. “This week only.”
 

He chuckled and kissed her. Somehow, he would get her to stay.
 

“Let me go,” Chiara said almost exactly a week later. A week of enjoying her, even the everyday tasks of working together in the kitchen or planting flowers had an added pleasure. They took care of each other, not just in bed, but in so many small ways. But still she wanted to leave. Her words stung like a low-level electrical current.
 

“Shawn and Sabrina will be upset if you’re not here,” he said. They stood together in the living room. He edged closer.
 

“You told them I was here?”
 

“Yes.” Reaching out, he caressed her arms.
 

“I asked you not to say anything.” She pushed his hands away.
 

Her irritated, superior tone made his jaw clench. He worked his mouth back and forth. He had to remember his goal and not get caught up in this one inning. A win by any means necessary.
 

“They would have found out from my mom, anyway.” She’d had lunch with Chiara earlier in the week. “I prefer to be honest with them.”
 

“Have you heard anything I’ve said? Phil’s moving everything into Suzy’s while the house is remodeled. I’m not bringing the boys here while the rest of their life’s being turned around.” Her eyes glimmered, but not only in anger. She hurt and it caused him to look at his feet or he would lose his determination.
 

“They’d have their own room here,” he said. “You told me they don’t like it at Isabella’s.”
 

“My parents said we could stay with them. They have two extra rooms and my mom has the whole place ready for Christmas.”
 

He frowned and tried to meet her eyes, but now she looked away. When did she make up with her parents? “Why would you want to do that? So your dad can treat you like shit in front of your boys? Better they come here and see how to treat a woman with respect.”
 

She set her mouth in a line, but her chin quivered. “He said he’ll behave.”
 

“If?” He knew Santo Junior well enough to guess what Mr. Vitale was like.
 

“If I don’t see you again until my divorce is final.”
 

“You agreed?” His stomach churned.
 

“It’s only another month. I have to make peace with them, for the boys, for everyone.”
 

“What about you?” He had to make her see this was the wrong choice.
 

“For me too. He’s my father.” She picked up her purse and searched the room with her eyes.
 

“Giving in to his ultimatum is the only way to make peace? Sounds more like you’re caving.”
 

“I don’t expect you to understand. I’m trying to do what’s right.”
 

“For who?” He followed her to the door, wishing he could restrain her. But it wouldn’t be by mutual consent, so he had to rely on words. Not his strong suit.
 

“Everyone. You know I want to stay, but I can’t only think of myself. Or you. I’m sorry. I hope you can try to understand and forgive me.” She stopped, her hand on the door knob. “Can I call and see you next month? You’ll be the first to know.”
 

“We can talk to your parents together. Let me talk to your father, man to man. Maybe--”
 

“Sometimes you are such a chauvinist.” Her tone dripped disgust. “I’m surprised you and Santo didn’t get along better.” She opened the door.
 

He gripped her arm. “What about your things?”
 

“I packed the car while you were in the shower,” she said.
 

He released her. He couldn’t win, not this game. But the series wasn’t over. He ran in front of her as she walked down the path to her car. Grabbing her, he kissed her until she pushed on his chest. She blinked and trembled.
 

“Just reminding you what you’ll be missing,” he said.
 

Her fingers fluttered over the sweet hollow beneath her throat. She nodded. “I love you,” she said, her voice wavering.
 

“I know,” he said. “This is your choice, your play. But I don’t need to follow your rules. I’ve got my own playbook.”
 

She studied him while his grin eased some of the tension in his face.
 

“Please don’t cause trouble,” she said.
 

He raised his eyebrows in an innocent gesture. “Give everyone my best,” he said.
 

“Say hi to Shawn and Sabrina,” she said as she opened her car door.
 

“Are they forbidden too?”
 

“No,” she called as she started the engine.
 

He smiled and waved. Trouble, no. Double low down and dirty…that was only a requirement of their secret club, so really he’d be obeying her rules after all.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 

 
 

“I’ll get it,” Max shouted when the doorbell at Chiara’s parents’ rang. With a quick smile, Chiara’s mom followed him.
 

“I did a good job decorating, huh?” Danny asked, showing Chiara the colorful sugar cookie. Max’s appeared haphazard while each sprinkle and decoration was carefully placed on Danny’s.
 

She kissed the top of his head. “Wonderful.”
 

“We should clean up before Grandpa gets home,” he said.
 

“You’re right.”
 

Danny knew her father well. He also knew his grandpa had been diagnosed with a heart condition and should avoid too much stress. Really Chiara wondered if her mom hadn’t finagled that as a reason they shouldn’t irritate him, which always upset her mom more than anyone else.
 

It had been less than twenty-four hours and Chiara already missed Rocco. She didn’t know if she could make it another three and a half weeks without him. She wasn’t sure anymore why she should.
 

“Mom, these are for you!” Max shouted from behind a huge bouquet of red roses.
 

She smiled. “Thanks,” she said.
 

“They’re not from me,” Max said. Chiara chuckled. “And look, candy too!” He held a two pound box of See’s assorted chocolates in his other arm.
 

“Would you look at this poinsettia? I’ve never seen one so big, or beautiful,” Chiara’s mom said as she walked in with the plant.
 

Chiara agreed with her. “Any card on yours?” she said.
 

“No,” Chiara’s mom said. “That’s odd. You don’t have one?”
 

Chiara shook her head. She suspected who had sent everything, but she said nothing while Max and her mom checked around for the missing cards.
 

“A secret Santa,” her mom said.
 

“Santa’s not secret and he’s coming in four nights!” Max said while Danny put the tops back on the jars of sprinkles. Chiara and her mom smiled and finished cleaning with Danny while Max watched the cookies through the oven window.
 

The next day was drizzly and Max stood at the window watching raindrops race down the pane, much like her brother Tomaso used to. Danny sat on the couch reading Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, which Phil and Chiara had given him for his birthday. Chiara’s mom was still out to lunch with some friends, her dad at work. Chiara flipped on the Christmas tree lights, inhaling the fir’s fragrance before she curled up next to Danny and tried to get happy about her favorite holiday.
 

“Cool,” Max said. “It’s Shawn and Sabrina.”
 

Chiara jumped up. “What? Are you sure?”
 

“Yep,” Max said, running to the front door.
 

Chiara smoothed her hair and wished she wasn’t wearing her ratty old slippers as she followed Max. He opened the door.
 

“Rainy day Christmas elves,” Sabrina said as Max tackled Shawn. He and Sabrina smiled and they all said hello. Even Danny bounded into the hall to hug them. Shawn set two grocery bags down. “Hope you don’t mind,” Sabrina continued, “we thought the boys might like to make gingerbread trains. I baked all the pieces and we brought everything.”
 

“Trains!” Danny said. Trains had been his first love and still had a special place for him, even though he now thought space and wizards were cooler.
 

“Can we eat the candy?” Max asked as they all followed Chiara to the kitchen.
 

Sabrina giggled. “Then you won’t have any to decorate with. But, if it’s okay with your mom, I have a little extra.”
 

“A little,” Chiara said before smiling at the scene. The four worked together pulling everything out of the bags and gathering the icing spatulas and spoons from the drawers.
 

“Mom, Christmas music?” Danny said in a come-on-get-with-it tone.
 

Chiara turned on the radio, already set to the all Christmas music station. “How about some hot cocoa?” The four nodded and Sabrina started singing along to “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer.” Soon they all chimed in, laughing and piecing together the trains. Chiara stirred the cocoa on the stove and warmed along with the sweet chocolate milk. Maybe Rocco was right-- surely Danny would come around eventually. Her family and Phil were a different problem.
 

“Phil,” Chiara said as she opened the front door the next afternoon. “Everything okay?”
 

“Sure,” he said, walking in.
 

Chiara shut the door and took a deep breath. Things had been going so well, their arrangements seemed settled, so her stomach dropped at his unexpected visit. The boys were in the back yard with her mom, helping clean up.
 

“I hope you don’t mind, but I got a last minute invitation to take the boys on the Niles Christmas train. It leaves at four-fifteen.”
 

“Oh,” Chaira said. Her breathing steadied. “Will you have them back for dinner?”
 

“Maybe we’ll go to The Ice Creamery after? Kids eat free on Wednesdays.”
 

“Suzy coming?” she asked.
 

“No, just the guys,” he said.
 

Chiara almost giggled at the uncomfortable way Phil said it. “Okay, Danny will be really excited. Only mini cones, though, they had cookies after lunch. And if you could have them back by eight…”
 

“No problem.” Phil said, scratching his bald spot. Strange, he usually only did that when he was nervous. The boys tromped in and shouted when they spotted their dad. He soon explained the plan and Chiara helped bundle them in their coats, knit hats, and gloves. She kissed them goodbye and thanked Phil again as they buckled the boys into their booster seats.
 

“I’m going to make a phone call,” Chiara said to her mom as she walked back in.
 

“I’ll be in the kitchen. Your dad will be home soon.”
 

Chiara nodded and jogged upstairs to her old room. She flopped onto her bed like she used to, giggling as she was about to call an off-limits guy like she had in high school. A lavender scent bounced from the quilt--her mom used one of those special rinses in the wash. Chiara tried Rocco’s cell first, but it went to voicemail, so she hung up. When she called his house, Sabrina answered. They chit chatted for a few minutes until Chiara got to the point.
 

“Is your dad home?” she said.
 

“No, he and Shawn went out with my uncle and cousins,” Sabrina told her.
 

“Oh,” Chiara said, not sure what to say.
 

“I’m on my own for dinner,” Sabrina said. “Want to come over? We could watch a movie too.”
 

“I better not,” Chiara said. She bit her tongue lightly, wishing she hadn’t said that. “Can you hang on a second?”
 

“Sure,” Sabrina said.
 

Chiara pushed off the bed and tread downstairs. She set her phone on the small hall table and went into the kitchen.
 

“Mom, is it okay if Sabrina Buffone joins us for dinner?” Butterflies whirled in her. Being a teenager had really sucked. She shouldn’t still feel that way.
 

“Just Sabrina?”
 

Chiara nodded.
 

“Yes, that’s fine.” Her mom eyed her before moving back to the stove.
 

“Thanks,” Chiara said as she ran back to her phone. Sabrina agreed to come over and Chiara smiled.
 

She still grinned after Sabrina went home. She had charmed Chiara’s parents; her dad went from scowling to praising Sabrina after she left. The boys came home shortly after, even more enthusiastic than their grandpa was about Sabrina. Chiara shushed them, not wanting them to disturb her parents, who watched TV in the family room. Chiara led the boys and Phil upstairs once they said goodnight to their grandparents. When they reached Santo and Tomaso’s old room, Max hugged her. She knelt in front of him.
 

“It was great,” he said. Danny nodded in agreement, his eyes alight. “Shawn, Eddie, Jake, Aidan, Ray, and Rocco were there too.” Chiara glanced up at Phil, who scratched his head and shrugged. “The train was all full of lights and we saw a creek and so many trees and it got dark and Rocco gave me a piggy back ride. And I had chocolate ice cream for dessert.” Max smiled, his mouth ringed in light chocolate.
 

“I’m glad you had such a good time,” Chiara said. “You too, Danny?”
 

“Yep. The train was awesome. Rocco knows lots about trains,” he said in a quiet voice. Chiara hugged him.
 

“You two need to brush your teeth.”
 

“Will you and Dad tuck us in?” Danny whispered.
 

“Sure,” Phil said with a questioning glance at her. She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. They helped the boys get ready for bed and kissed them goodnight, leaving the nightlight on and the door cracked. Phil followed her downstairs into the living room.
 

“That’s quite a coincidence,” Chiara said as they stood awkwardly in the middle of the room. 
 

“No coincidence,” Phil said in a tight voice.
 

“Thank you,” Chiara said.
 

“Thank Suzy. She convinced me to go. Look, he’ll never be my favorite person. But it seems like he cares about you and the boys.”
 

“He invited you?” Chiara said, her brows pushing together. She smoothed her hand across her forehead.
 

Phil nodded. “The boys like his nephews and his brother is very polite and well educated. His son is nice too and he’s good with the boys. Danny was upset at first and Shawn got him on the train. I just hope you’re not having a fling here because the boys are getting attached.”
 

“I…I’m not. Did he…” Wow, this was weird. Chiara folded her arms. “I mean, did you two talk?”
 

“Not really. He apologized for hitting me, but I think that was more for the boys. Asked me about Suzy and congratulated us. I guess you told him…”
 

Chiara nodded.
 

“Max forgot to mention that Buffone Construction will be remodeling the house. Lowest bid and he said Max and Danny can help with the smaller tasks if they want.”
 

“I guess I have a lot to thank Suzy for.”
 

Phil’s sardonic smile mimicked hers. “We’ll be by to pick up the boys on Christmas Eve.” He held up his hand in farewell and walked out, saying goodbye to her parents on his way.
 

Chiara locked the door behind him. She stood, dazed, facing the door then pinched herself. She wasn’t dreaming. Saying goodnight to her parents, she walked down the hall. Upstairs, she called Rocco, but he didn’t answer. She got ready for bed and tried again. Still voicemail. Clicking off the light, she snuggled under the blankets. She and the boys had to be up early--they were going to San Francisco for the day tomorrow. Smiling, she closed her eyes. Rocco would wait for her. He was demolishing all obstacles one by one. She squirmed with excitement. He had that effect on people.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 

 
 

Chiara smiled as she opened her eyes to the sun peeping through the white curtains of her bedroom. She and the boys had a great day in San Francisco yesterday, surrounded by family, eating good food, playing games, and singing Christmas songs. Laughing too, especially at the stories of Uncle Rob, Grandma, and Uncle Max, who had to work Christmas Eve. Uncle Rob fit right in with everyone, like she herself did, like she hoped she and Rocco would be able to in their families.
 

Sitting up, she clasped her knees. No one had said anything directly, but Chiara had a warm, sure feeling she would see Rocco this Christmas. If not today, then tomorrow. Her mom said they weren’t going to the Buffone’s party, even though Isabella and Grandma were. Instead, they were having a party here with Santo and his family and Grandma and Grandpa Vitale. Tomaso and his wife had gone to Italy for Christmas--Antonia was from Milan.
 

Resting her chin on her knees, Chiara took in a quick breath. The only way her family would be satisfied was if she and Rocco married, preferably in the church. She was pretty sure he just wanted to live together. Maybe he was doing her a favor, maybe it was better if she never married again and had another baby.
 

She rose, waving her fingertips to the ceiling. All this round and round thinking never solved anything. Rocco seemed to have a plan. She’d let it play out then decide whether she’d join in. Maybe he could persuade her dad; sometimes it took a chauvinist to persuade another chauvinist.
 

Max’s high pitched shriek reached under her door. Laughter and running footsteps followed. Hopefully her mom had things under control. Chiara padded into the bathroom next to her room and began her morning routine.
 

By evening, Chiara’s neck hurt and she yawned a lot. She had corralled the boys all day while helping her mom finish the baking and make the ravioli, from scratch, roast beef, potatoes, salad, peas and onions, and antipasti. Her mom fussed around, putting out plates and glasses, while the boys stacked napkins and utensils.
 

“Mom, you’re putting out too many,” Chiara said. “There’re only twelve of us.”
 

“Better too many than too few,” her mom said.
 

Chiara shrugged and went back into the kitchen. Her dad came home first, soon followed by Grandma and Grandpa Vitale. The three settled in their usual spots on the sofa as Chiara placed the tray of antipasti on the coffee table. Max and Danny brought in bowls of pastel mints and peppermint candies before being waylaid by their grandparents, who liked to hear about school and what the boys told Santa Claus. Santo and his family arrived and the girls soon lounged in the family room with their iPods and cell phones while trying to shoo Max and Danny away.
 

“Bobbie, can’t you talk to them,” Santo said, motioning to the girls. He rolled his eyes at Chiara and followed her back into the kitchen. Her mom was in the living room now, so the kitchen was her best escape. “Me, with three girls,” Santo said. “Like I didn’t have enough grief from you and Isabella.”
 

“Get over it,” Chiara said, swatting his hand as he picked a piece of roast beef off the platter. “It’s rough being a teenage girl. Try having some sympathy.”
 

“Ha. I’m in for a lifetime of trouble, if you’re any indication.”
 

Chiara folded her arms and leaned on the counter, waiting until he met her wicked stare. “I’m not doing anything wrong. Matter of fact, I’ve been missing time with the man I love trying to please the likes of Dad and you.”
 

“Love? Oh lord.” Santo shook his head. “What am I going to do with you?”
 

“Support me.” It was hard to stay mad with all the buttery, savory, holiday smells drifting through the room and the tender flash in her brother’s eyes.
 

“He’s not good enough for you,” Santo said.
 

“He’s enough,” Chiara said in a quiet voice.
 

Santo searched her eyes. He kissed her forehead then went to the doorway. “For Jen,” he whispered. “And you, sweet girl.” Long ago memories, brief and incomplete, flooded Chiara’s mind for a moment. As a toddling little girl, as a quaking five year old on the first day of school, that was what Santo had called her. “But if he hurts you…” he said, his voice back to its hard timbre.
 

“I love you, big brother,” Chiara said to his back before he walked down the hall, disappearing into the family room.
 

“Mom,” Max said as he ran in. “I’m hungry.”
 

“Help me put the rest of the food out and we’ll eat.” She pointed to the bowl of peas and onions, which Max lifted in his small hands and, with careful steps, walked into the dining room. Chiara grabbed the potatoes and beef and followed. Soon, the table was full and Max made the announcement.
 

“Are we in time for dinner?” Grandma Leonora’s voice blazed down the hall.
 

“Yes, Mama,” Chiara’s mom called as everyone lined up around the table.
 

Chiara craned her neck to see if Isabella was here too. She was, along with the whole Buffone family, including Rocco. She glanced at her father, who stood near her by the sofa, and wondered which of their faces was redder. Chiara’s mom smiled, though. From her response, she must have known they were coming. It explained the extra dishes and food, too.
 

“Chiara Luna Vitale, is this your doing? We had an arrangement,” her father said in a demanding tone.
 

“I didn’t--”
 

“Son,” Grandpa Vitale said. “Is this the way I raised you to greet guests? I invited them, since you didn’t. My granddaughter has a nice Italian man in love with her, from a good family, has a steady job, owns his own home. What more do you want?”
 

For the first time in Chiara’s memory, Chiara’s dad seemed ashamed. He lowered his eyes and muttered.
 

Chiara laughed, the tension of the last months bursting out in her uncontrolled giggles. Meanwhile, Chiara’s mom had welcomed everyone and gotten the kids started on plates of food, which they began taking into the kids’ tables set up in the family room. Talk punctuated Chiara’s deep breaths as she tried to calm herself.
 

Grandma Vitale whacked Grandpa’s arm. “What more?” she asked in her loudest voice. “She needs to get married in the church, that’s what!”
 

Chiara stopped laughing and wished for a glass of ice water to cool her burning body. Rocco’s manly scent made her plop onto the arm of the sofa and hold onto it.
 

“Mrs. Vitale, you took the words right out of my mouth,” he said in his deep, too charming voice. The room hushed save for the clink of plates and glasses from the other room. Chiara fingered her throat and met his eyes. They were full of mischief and laughter.
 

“Don’t,” she said.
 

“Chiara, I love you,” he said, clasping her hand. “Will you marry me?”
 

“I can’t,” she said.
 

“Next month you can,” he said.
 

“The boys--”
 

“I already asked.” He grinned.
 

She stood and tried to fold her arms but he wouldn’t let go. “Just because my family wants this doesn’t mean you have to ask. I’ll come live with you. You don’t have to do this.”
 

“I know. Stop being so stubborn.”
 

“I’m not. You are and you’re sneaky.” She pouted and he chuckled.
 

“Leonora, I’m going to need those after all,” he said. Chiara rolled her eyes but widened them in shock when he clapped handcuffs on her wrists. They were cold and dug into her skin. “You’re under arrest,” he said.
 

“Oww.
What for?” She had to hear this.
 

“Stealing my heart.”
 

Isabella groaned and Chiara laughed. “That’s right up there with ‘Where have you been all my life.’ Surely these tired lines don’t work for you.”
 

“Only try ‘em on you. I’m not letting you go until you say you’ll marry me.”
 

Chiara hefted her arms over his neck and kissed him. Talking had started again and plates had food loaded on. “You really want to get married?”
 

“Yes, to you,” he said.
 

“Then yes, I will,” she said. “I love you.”
 

He smiled again and lifted her arms, unlocking the handcuffs. Holding her hand, he slid a sparkling diamond ring onto her finger. She smiled and stayed his other hand, in which the handcuffs dangled.
 

“Give those here,” she whispered. “It’s my turn later.” She led him to the hall and placed them in her purse. The kids laughed in the family room and her two grandmas dominated the voices in the other rooms. He kissed her again, deep and long.
 

“My dirty girl,” he whispered as their lips parted.
 

“Dirty husband,” she replied in a throaty tone.
 

He chuckled. “Double dirty, now and forever.”
 

“Approved,” she said.
 

He squeezed her into a hug. With a quick kiss and a pat on each other’s rears, they turned strolled arm in arm to receive the congratulations of their families.
 






  







 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Epilogue
 

 
 

“Merry Christmas,” Rocco said, kissing her awake.
 

Chiara blinked her eyes open to the still grey morning and stretched into her husband of almost two years. Their naked bodies melded together.
 

“A very Merry Christmas,” she said. She perused his strong arms, hard chest, and tight thighs before teasing her favorite parts.
 

“Second marriages are the best,” he said. “First husbands to take the boys sometimes and older kids stay with baby sister at Grandma and Grandpa’s. Let’s find out if you’re still a screamer.” He tweaked her sensitive spots and she moaned. He chuckled.
 

“You know we need to get to your parents’ soon,” she managed to say. “Jenny will wake up in a bit. She’s old enough to know we’re not there.”
 

“Dirty business to do first,” he said, rolling on top of her.
 

She wrapped herself around him. “Hammer away,” she said.
 

“Buffone Construction on the job.”
 

More than just that morning’s work. He’d sledge hammered his way to her heart and together they’d built a solid dwelling. Chiara smiled before she showed her appreciation, screams aplenty.
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